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ABSTRACT 



This report reviews the literature on learning theories and 
frameworks applicable to instruction of undergraduate college students. An 
introductory section provides an overview and discusses the importance of 
learning frameworks. The first half of the volume addresses various 
theoretical frameworks in detail. These include: motivation theories, 
including performance attribution and self-efficacy; and theories offering a 
social perspective, such as social constructivism and conscientization. Each 
theory is presented in terms of a case study which examines elements of the 
theoretical construct, reviews relevant research on young adult and college 
student populations, discusses the relationship of the framework to college 
students' learning, and identifies possible educational applications. A 
separate section focuses on other theories which challenge assumptions about 
learning. The second part of the monograph discusses the usefulness of these 
frameworks for studying and fostering academic learning. One section 
addresses the need for more classroom-based research on college student 
learning. The final section applies the various theoretical frameworks to the 
classroom, emphasizing the importance of diverse methods for presenting 
academic material, activities to facilitate learning, and multiple ways for 
students to demonstrate their learning. (Contains approximately 375 
references.) (DB) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



The time is ripe for a closer examination of learning in college 
classrooms. Recent questioning of the value of higher educa- 
tion focuses on the worth of undergraduate education and on 
the quality of learning that takes place in college classrooms. 

In response, many colleges and universities have focused on 
changes that center on improving teaching and learning. In the 
past decade, we have seen a focus on teaching techniques in 
college classrooms, a movement that emphasizes active learn- 
ing, the value of out-of-class learning, and the importance of 
assessment on college campuses. We have addressed the all- 
important issue of learning by college students without focus- 
ing on the all-important question of how our students learn 
academic material. One change that could Ix^gin to maximize 
students* learning would create “learning-centered" campuses 
(Bair and Tagg 1995). To create such a campus, we need to 
know how college students learn, to understand barriers to 
students’ learning, and to develop classroom techniques that 
promote learning among college students. The keys to this 
knowledge lie in the fields of psychology, philosophy, and 
s<x’iology; many have a basis in the study of children's learn- 
ing and development, but we know much about the learning 
of youth and adults as well, particularly in academe. 

What Theories and Frameworks Are 
Relevant to Learning in College? 

Some of the many mcxlels of learning theories are particularly 
relevant to the traditional college classroom. For example, re- 
search shows that college students' attributions for success or 
failure (Weiner 1992) and their beliefs about their own abili- 
ties. or self-efficacy (Bandura 1997). influence students' moti- 
vation and goals for academic work. Moreover, some theories 
expand our view beyond the individual student and focus on 
the social context of learning. Approaches to learning that 
promote social constructivism, or learning within a social con- 
text. and that feature active group constaictions of knowledge 
(Jaworski 199a) provide an ideal environment for some learn- 
ers. Approaches to learning that create awareness of students' 
social conscience and that promote an awareness of possibili- 
ties for social transformation through action, such as conscien- 
tization (Freire and Faundez 1989), can stimulate learning, 
particularly for students from traditionally disadvantaged 
groups. And the theories of multiple intelligences (Gardner 
198.5) and learning styles (Kolb 1981) help us challenge time- 
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worn assumptions aix>ut learners and learning that can ex- 
clude students and that limit our ways of* thinking aix>ut the 
role of the college student in the classroom. 



What Do We Know about College Students’ Learning? 

Research tells us much about learning in college; for example, 
we know that students can develop realistic attributions re- 
garding success and failure that lead to positive study behav- 
iors when working with counselors. Researchers have also 
demonstrated that constructs related to self-efficacy are posi- 
tively reiated to achievement. And in several instances, classes 
designed for low-achieving students that focused on develop- 
ing self-efficacy as well as academic learning experienced 
dramatic successes. Social constructivist approaches to learn- 
ing have been applied through classroom practices such as 
collaborative learning, problem-based learning, and peer 
learning groups. Most often, students who participate in these 
innovative instaictional approaches perceive a more meaning- 
ful learning experience and in some cases actually learn more 
than students in conventional Laming situations. Research on 
the application of Freire's theory of conscientization is more 
limited, and scholars are only beginning to apply the theory 
with nontraditional students and in ESL (English as a second 
language) courses. With regard to theories of learning styles 
and multiple intelligences, researchers have validated the 
existence of the various ways of learning and the existence of 
various types of intelligence. Many examples of ways to apply 
the theories in the classroom are available. 

What Practices Promote Learning 
Among College Students? 

From the literature focusing on frameworks and theories of 
learning, we can identify several general practices that pro- 
mote learning for college students: 

• Social learning experiences, such as peer teaching and 
group projects, particularly those that promote group 
construction of knowledge, allow a student to observe 
other students model successful learning, and encourage 
him or her to emulate them (social constructivism, self- 
efficacy, learning styles); 

• Varying instructional models that deviate from the lecture 
format, such as visual presentations, site visits, and use of 
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the Internet (multiple intelligences, learning styles, self- 
efficacy); 

• Varying expectations f 'or students’ performance, from indi- 
vidual written formats to group work that includes writing 
and presentation, interpretation of theatrical, dance, musi- 
cal, or artistic work, and performance of actual tasks at a 
w r ork site (attribution theory, conscientization, multiple 
intelligences, learning styles); 

• Choices that allow students to capitalize on personal 
strengths and interests (self-efficacy, multiple intelli- 
gences, learning styles); 

• Overt use of sociocultural situations and methods that pro- 
vide authentic contexts and enculturation into an aca- 
demic disciplinary community (social constructivism, con- 
scientization); 

• Course material that demonstrates valuing of diverse cul- 
tures, ethnic groups, classes, and genders (conscientiza- 
tion, learning styles). 

Although it might be difficult or even impossible to incorpo- 
rate all these practices into one college class, if most college 
classes could incorporate just a few of these elements, col- 
leges would develop into more learning-centered communi- 
ties and would move toward meeting the learning needs of 
a greater portion of their students. 

What Additional Questions Must Be Answered? 

Many important questions about college students’ learning 
remain to be explored through research. Although we know 
that students' beliefs and attributions affect learning, we are 
not sure whether an instructor can apply techniques that will 
modify those beliefs and attributions to help students learn. 
And although literature exists to describe innovations in the 
classroom designed to foster learning using various models 
and theories, few authors have systematically tracked differ- 
ences in learning across classes. Such research is needed to 
establish definitively the importance of these theories and 
models. Finally, differences in learning by gender and across 
racial subgroups need to be explored. Carefully designed 
studies employing both quantitative and naturalistic ap- 
proaches are needed to help us learn more about these 
important topics. 
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FOREWORD 



The paradigm of college teaching and student learning has 
evolved measurably over the past two decades. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, the teaching/learning model all too frequently 
included professors whose training in teaching consisted 
primarily of experiencing good and bad teachers as they 
developed in-depth knowledge in their intellectual specialty. 
Having little or no training in teaching, professors used the 
pedagogical skills that were the most effective in their own 
learning. Thus did past practices beget future practices: A 
student who is lectured at becomes a professor who lectures 
to. This concept of "the sage on the stage" is exemplified by 
the professor who began his class by saying, "My job is to 
talk and your job is to listen, and let us hope we both con- 
clude bur jobs at the same time." 

This model of developing college faculty began to come 
under attack in the mid-1980s when graduate students who 
were teaching assistants began to receive some formal train- 
ing to develop their teaching skills. Rven in the k.le 1990s. 
however, the majority of students graduating with doctoral 
degrees have had little or no formal training to develop their 
teaching skills and little or no exposure to the research on 
teaching and learning. 

leaching styles, on the other hand, have received more 
and more attention at the national meetings of higher educa- 
tion associations. In particular, the lecture style — involving 
active teaching and passive learning — has been severely 
questioned. The concept of active learning, with faculty and 
students participating together as they develop an under- 
standing of the subject matter, has receiv ed much more at- 
tention. both in the literature and at conference workshops. 

The emphasis on scrutinizing the effectiveness of various 
teaching styles to promote greater learning is now evolving 
to greater attention and emphasis on learning itself. In 1998, 
the theme of the American Association for Higher Education 
conference was “taking learning seriously." This change in 
emphasis is a major shift in the teaching/learning model. 
Essentially, it acknowledges that the success of education 
depends on how much a student is learning, and it acknowl- 
edges that the teacher’s success depends on how well the 
professor's teaching style and the student’s learning style fit. 

The authors of Creating Learning Centered Classrooms: 
What Does Learning 'theory Hate to Say ? — Frances K. Stage, 
professor of educational leadership and policy studies. 
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Patricia A. Muller, research associate for the Indiana Center 
for Evaluation, Jillian Kinzie. research associate, and Ada 
Simmons, research analyst in the Office of the Vice Chancel- 
lor for Academic Affairs, all at Indiana University — focus on 
this underemphasized part of the teaching/ learning equa- 
tion. carefully examine the frameworks that have been es- 
tablished for the college classroom, and review the research 
and theories that relate to students' learning. They examine 
attribution theory, college students' self-efficacy, social con- 
structivism, and F re ire's theory of conscientization, an . re- 
view the theories that either support or refute popular as- 
sumptions about the college classroom. The authors con- 
clude by offering five specific practices for the classroom 
that promote greater learning for college students. 

The shift from an emphasis on the quality of teaching to an 
emphasis on the quality of learning is significant, localise ir is 
also a shift in professional orientation for the faculty. When 
the emphasis is on teaching, too often the professional atti- 
tude toward learning outcomes is blame: “I taught well, but. 
they didn’t bother to take the time to learn well/* Therefore, a 
student’s poor performance is the student’s fault. When the 
emphasis is on students’ learning, however, faculty and stu- 
dents lx'gin to share responsibility for learning, and the fac- 
ulty's professionalism is measured by the learning success of 
the classroom. Creating Learning Centered Classrooms helps 
to develop the knowledge base that faculty need to promote 
this partnership in teaching and learning. 

Jonathan D. Fife 

Series Edit or. 

Professor of Higher Education Administration, and 
Director, ERIC] Clearinghouse on Higher Education 
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FRAMEWORKS FOR THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 



Approximately 53 percent of students at four-year insti- 
tutions and 68 percent of students at community col- 
leges drop out during their first year (Ratcliff and As- 
sociates 1995). 

Of women students in the top 10 percent of SAT scores, 
fewer than half describe themselves as in the top 10 per- 
cent. After four years of college, fewer than a quarter de- 
scribe themselves as in the top 10 percent (Drew 1996). 

Science students with positive attitudes toward science 
were less positive aftei taking a traditional botany 
course; nonscience maj< rs with more negative initial 
attitudes were more positive after taking an introduc- 
tory anatomy and physiology course stressing relevancy 
and high-interest activities (Gogolin and Swartz 1992 J. 

These statistics and others have raided alarm on college cam- 
puses. Assumptions that learning automatically occurs in as- 
sociation with attending college have largely disappeared. 

We are no longer assured that by the time indents reach 
college, success is imminent. And we have grown beyond 
viewing academic failure in college as a pathology of stu- 
dents that implied either a problem with selection (the stu- 
dent never should have been admitted in the first place) or 
socialization (competing interests and demands interfered 
with a student’s focus on academic matters). Only recently, 
however, have actual classroom-related experiences been 
critically examined for their relevance to college students’ 
success. 

Extensive work in the study of college students has re- 
lated social processes to college students’ success (Pascarella 
and Terenzini 1991). In recent decades, however, little at- 
tempt was made to connect those processes to individual 
characteristics, despite constant urging for a focus on indi- 
viduals with regard to motivation (Cross 1976; Stage 1989) 
and cognitive styles and academic learning (Svinicki 1990). 
Through the early 1980s, most individually focused work 
concentrated on issues of personal decision making and 
development. With few exceptions (Light 1990, 1992; Mon- 
gos and Svinicki 1991; Mongos, Woimer. and Associates 
1996). not many in higher education have examined how 
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college students learn and the extent to which theories of 
learning, for the most part grounded in precollege educa- 
tion, can he extended to students in college classrooms. The 
time for a closer examination of learning theories could not 
be more appropriate, however, as educational critics, legisla- 
tors, prospective employers, and consumers all call for em- 
pirical evidence of students' learning and acquired skills 
associated with college attendance (American Association 
1992; Gardiner 1994). Applying theories of student learning 
to college classrooms can enhance the conditions for learn- 
ing and, it is hoped, result in educational gains. 

A recent decade of intensive focus on teaching styles and 
methods, but largely ignoring learning, has led higher educa- 
tion leaders to the conclusion that a focus merely on instruc- 
tion is one-sided. Currently, efforts are being made to create a 
more balanced discourse that emphasizes the subtle nuances 
and complexiti of learning within any discussion of reaching 
(Barr and Tagg 1995; I a we and Love 1995; Travis 1995). In 
fact, some suggest shifting from an instructional paradigm in 
higher education that focuses on increasing and improving 
instruction to a learning paradigm that emphasizes enhancing 
students' learning (Barr and Tagg 1995). In a learning para- 
digm, we no longer presume that every student learns the 
same way or that widely accepted teaching practices neces- 
sarily result in optimal levels of learning for students (Barr 
and Tagg 1995; Guskin 1997; Rendon 1994; Rhoads and Vala- 
dez 1996; Stage and Manning 1992: Tierney 1993). Taking a 
learning-centered perspective, scholars increasingly regard the 
classroom as a dynamic setting where pedagogical practices 
and learners' characteristics meet and where the quality of this 
interaction influences outcomes that were formerly presumed 
to occur in college classrooms (Ban 1 and Tagg 1995: Menges 
and Svinicki 1991; Millar 1996; Palmer 1993, 1997). Interest in 
these dynamics has increased, but with the exception of a few 
authors, much current literature on college students’ learning 
and college teaching is largely atheoreiical, from a psychologi- 
cal standpoint. The frameworks discussed in this monograph 
expand conceptual thinking and extend theoretical issues to a 
discussion of a learning-centered college campus. 

Why Frameworks of Learning? 

The purpose of this monograph is to bring selected frame- 
works of learning to the attention of faculty and administra- 
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tors. These frameworks, predominantly from psychology but 
from philosophy and sociology as well, have existed for 
decades and have been incorporated into primary and sec- 
ondary education but for a number of reasons have not been 
so widely embraced by those who instinct and support col- 
lege students. First, college faculty are typically not schooled 
in pedagogy and consequently may not be familiar with psy- 
chological and sociological frameworks that underpin effec- 
tive pedagogy. Nor do the vast majority typically read teach- 
ing literature after their faculty careers have been launched. 
Second, tinkering with teaching can he a risky proposition. 
The lecture format, in which the faculty member is regarded 
as the sole authority, is a long-standing model in higher edu- 
cation. Changes to the status quo on either side of the teach- 
ing/learning equation can be threatening for faculty and for 
students, and the results at times can be unpredictable or 
disappointing. Finally, teaching and learning have been re- 
garded as separate processes. Traditional expectations for the 
classroom place responsibility for teaching squarely on fac- 
ulty and responsibility for learning squarely on students. 

Limiting the choice of topics to the scope of this volume 
was dTficult. Some recent literature on the learning of col- 
lege students takes a functional rather than a theoretical 
view. For example, much work on college students’ learning 
focuses on learning outside the classroom and institution- 
wide climate and activities. Other literature focuses on spe- 
cific learning strategies, such as active learning and collabo- 
rative learning. This monograph focuses on frameworks that 
relate most closely to academic learning and relates those 
frameworks to current practices of teaching and learning. 
Thus, theories and models were chosen that help us under- 
stand important differences between students as they react 
to, resonate toward, and interpret academic activities. 
Another criterion for selecting frameworks was to choose 
those that could be readily incorporated by faculty as they 
conceive of their approach to teaching and construct their 
classes and class-related activities. “Good teaching” covers 
nearly an infinite variety of styles, students, and subject mat- 
ter, and the materials presented here reflect that variety. A 
final criterion was a desire to focus on theories that might be 
unfamiliar to many readers. Omissions of theories are the 
result of practical considerations and do not imply a judg- 
ment of unworthiness or a lack of interest. 



Creating Leitniin# Centered (.'lassmoins 

14 



These 

frameworks 
have ex- 
isted for 
decades but 
for a num- 
ber of rea- 
sons have 
not been so 
widely em- 
braced by 
those who 
instruct and 
support 
college 
students. 




This monograph is intended to serve as a primary re- 
source for those whose interest, whether professional or 
academic, is in academic learning on the college campus. 
College faculty will find the suggestions for enhancing learn- 
ing, as well as the frameworks behind those suggestions, 
useful as they conceive their classes. Professionals, such as 
academic advisers and faculty development specialists, may 
find frameworks of learning useful as they formulate part- 
nerships across departments and administrative units to rein- 
force learning in the classroom. And researchers and stu- 
dents of higher education will find useful discussions of 
college classroom phenomena as well as possibilities for 
their own research on college students’ learning. 

The frameworks covered in this volume differ from psy- 
chological theories more typically associated with the litera- 
ture on college students. Those theories and models usually 
focus on college students' personal development (as op- 
posed to learning) and include foci on tasks (Chickering 
1969; Heath 1968), characteristics of learners (Holland 1985; 
Myers 1980). decision making, attitudes about learning, and 
intellectual development (Baxter-Magolda 1990; Gilligan 
1982; Kitchener and King 1990; W. Perry 1981). and involve- 
ment in college activities (A. Astin 1984; Blake 1985; Kuh. 
Schuh, Whitt, and Associates 1991; Pace 1979, 1990). 

As we wrote, we envisioned faculty in “traditional college 
classrooms." New approaches to instruction, such as on-line 
and interactive video education and courses in the workplace, 
are mentioned in conjunction with some theories, but full 
discussion of the scope and usefulness of such innovation 
would fill a second monograph. This volume is meant to com- 
plement books that focus on teaching and on college students' 
intellectual development. Selected frameworks are introduced 
briefly, relevant research presented, and implications for learn- 
ing in the college classroom discussed. Rather than presenting 
theory in a seeming vacuum devoid of historical context, we 
beg iit with a . rief overview of. first, cognitive science and, 
second, motivation. The task is enormous, so more interested 
readers are urged to consult references cited in each section. 

Overview 

A behaviorist view of humans and their interactions with the 
world dominated psychological theories through much of 
this century. B.K Skinner ( 1953. 1968). one well-known 
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theorist, believed the goal of psychology was to predict and 
control behavior. Following the mainstream social science 
tradition of the scientific method, learning was often studied 
within carefully controlled experimental settings that were 
frequently far removed from the complex realities of actual 
learning. And thought, motivation, emotions, culture, and 
environment were viewed as irrelevant. The influence of be- 
haviorist theory is still evident today in teaching and learn- 
ing on the college campus in classroom emphases on drill 
and practice, habit breaking, and attention to the conse- 
quences of behavior tOrmrod 1990). 

Behaviorist views ./ learning have been criticized for being 
too linear, causal, and simplistic. In contrast to the ideas of be- 
haviorists. some theorists take cognitive and sociocultural ap- 
proaches to learning. During the last part of this century, the 
discipline of educational psychology focused heavily on cogni- 
tive functioning and on how people process, organize, and 
retrieve information. Other scholars emphasized the impor- 
tance of social learning and criticized cognitive approaches 
that ignored context and treated learners as largely biological 
organisms (Bandura 19 77 ; Bandura and Walters 1%3). These 
writers promoted constructs of sociocultural learning described 
in the early decades of the 20th century (Vygotsky As a 

result, the context in which learning takes place has taken on 
increased significance within these cognitive frameworks. 

Many psychologists believe that ‘knowledge in human mem- 
ory seems to lx.* ‘stored’ in contextual fashion'’ (Glover. Ron- 
ning, and Bruning 1990. p. 23). This work was an important 
precursor to current approaches to learning (several of which 
are discussed in this monograph) that emphasize the impor- 
tance of mentoring, mcxlcling roles for instructors and stu- 
dents, and internships in the academic context. 

Many researchers agree that some students have difficulty 
taking knowledge learned in one type of setting and applying 
it in another (see Glover. Ronning. and Bruning 1990 and 
Slavin 199"’ for further discussion k For college students, learn- 
ing often occurs embedded in the context of a classroom, and 
students may struggle when they attempt to translate that 
learning into job-related activities and decision making. Class- 
room activities that represent the complexity of decision mak- 
ing in the ‘real world” are rare. But educators can enhance 
the learning process by structuring such activities inside and 
outside the classroom. For example, internships and class- 
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room assignments can provide contexts within which students 
are able to interpret and apply what they learned in the class- 
room. Learning processes developed in coordination with the 
curriculum, such as service- learning experiences, can also 
contribute extensively to learning. By providing contexts for 
learning, faculty can help create experiences that give struc- 
ture and meaning to learning in the classroom for college 
students. Frameworks described later in this monograph pro- 
vide the rationale for incorporating such experiences in the 
college curriculum. 

Similarly, motivational theories are recognized as critical in 
understanding behavior and learning (McKeachie, Fintrich, 

Lin, Smith, and Sharma 1990). Motivation is defined as "an in- 
ternal process that activates, guides, and maintains behavior 
over time" (Slavin 1997. p. 3~tS>. An attempt to describe moti- 
vation established a hierarchy of needs that motivates humans 
(Maslow 1954). According to the theory', needs at one level 
must be somewhat satisfied before an individual is motivated 
to satisfy higher-level needs. The first levels, physiological 
needs ( food, drink, sex, and shelter) and safety needs (security, 
order, protection, and family stability), are often taken for 
granted but can sometimes interfere with college students’ 
pursuit of higher-level needs. The next two. lore needs ( affec- 
tion. group affiliation, and personal acceptance) and esteem 
needs (self-respect . prestige, reputation, and social status), 
are likely to be central to college students* lives. Moreover, 
according to Maslow, these two types of needs must be some- 
what satisfied before an individual begins to focus on self- 
actualization needs (self-fulfillment and achievement of life- 
time personal goals). 

Generally in higher education, motivation has been used as 
a global measure within sociological models used to clescnlx* 
students’ satisfaction or success in college (Pascarella 1985; 
Stage 1989; W'eidman 1989). In fact, some researchers assume 
that merely by enrolling in college, a student has demon- 
strated motivation. Most who work with college students 
know differently. Often motivation seems and is treated as an 
immutable characteristic as fixed as a demographic descrip- 
tion; those with motivation succeed, those without do not. 
Studies of motivation in the context of the college classroom 
are rarer (but see Forsyth and McMillan 1991, McMillan and 
Forsyth 1991, and Fintrich 1989 for examples). And a few 
authors have provided descriptions of methods for changing 
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motivation (see Forsyth and McMillan 1991; Matthews 1996; R. 
Perry, Menec, and Stmt hers 1996; Slavin 1997). Yet motivation 
remains an almost mystifying force in success in college. From 
motivation in general, the discussion moves to specific behav- 
iors in the classroom. Two of the frameworks described in this 
monograph, attribution and self-efficacy, illuminate aspects of 
this perplexing construct that are particularly useful in consid- 
ering academic learning. Other aspects of motivation, such as 
anxiety, expectancy/values, and goal setting (not covered in 
this book), can also help us understand the concept. 

Motivational theorists have also focused on the role that 
intrinsic goals play in learning and development. College stu- 
dents who" develop their own internal goals for learning, aside 
from any official or familial coercion, are more likely to suc- 
ceed, whether inside or outside the classroom. For students 
who have academic difficulty, efforts that focus on learning 
skills and test anxiety and that seek to help students match 
their learning experiences with their personal goals are obvi- 
ous ways that motivation might be positively influenced. 

Some theorists and researchers describe motivation in 
terms of two components: the perceived probability of success 
and the incentive value of success (Sfov'in 1997). In other 
words, if a student perceives a high probability of success 
but does not value the activity, he or she is unlikely to be 
motivated to participate. On the other hand, if a student val- 
ues an activity but perceives a low probability of success, he 
or she is similarly unmotivated. Perceived probability of suc- 
cess is closely related to individuals' beliefs about self and 
self-efficacy (Pajares 1996). Expectancy- value has been found 
to be related to college students’ engagement in various ac- 
tivities (Eccles 1994; Stewart and Roach 1993; Sullins et al. 
1995). A review of theories of teaching and learning takes an 
expectation approach to motivation (McKeachie et al. 1990), 
describing a complex web of relationships among students’ 
goals, perceived value of learning tasks, students’ efficacy at 
learning tasks, test anxiety, and expected outcomes, all of 
which are related to students' motivation.* 

•These summaries are intended to establish only the briefest context for 
discussion of the frameworks presented in this monograph. Readers inter- 
ested in learning more about the topics of motivation and cognitive science 
are urged to consult any of the sources mentioned in this section, particu- 
larly Glover, Running, and Bruning BM). Hilgard IW 7 . McKeachie et al. 

1 WO, and Slavin 199" 
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Organization of This Volume 

The remainder of this monograph highlights the frameworks 
judged to hold particular relevance for understanding aca- 
demic learning at the college level. The description of frame- 
works is by no ivu .ins exhaustive, and many other learning 
theories still need to be examined for their relevance to col- 
lege students' learning. Readers may note, within the charac- 
terizations, overlapping observations by diverse scholars. 
These similarities serve to highlight aspects of learning that 
are pervasive and important. It is hoped that readers find 
these frameworks (as well as their overlapping principles) 
useful as they create learning environments on their own 
college campuses. 

The first part of the monograph covers particular frame- 
works in detail. The next two sections cover two important 
personal aspects of motivation, performance attribution and 
self-cfficacy. The two sections following, which cover social 
constructivism and conscicntization. represent a shift from the 
individual to a social perspective and highlight two frame- 
works that place more emphasis on the sociocultural contexts 
of learning and the social construction of knowledge. Hat h 
section uses a case study to detail elements of the theoretical 
construct, briefly outline relevant research on young adult 
and college student populations, describe relationships of the 
frameworks to college students' learning, and discuss possi- 
ble educational applications. “Other Theories: Challenging 
Classroom Assumptions" describes several additional frame- 
works more briefly. They are particularly useful for challeng- 
ing assumptions about learning and identifying factors that 
might inhibit lemming for college stueients. 

The second part of the monograph focuses on the useful- 
ness of these frameworks for studying anel engendering aca- 
elemic lemming. “A Neeel for Classroom- Bascel Research*’ 
discusses the limited research on learning in the classroom 
for college stueients anel identifies particular research nccdcel. 
“Implications for the College Classroom” relates particular 
approaches to lemming to the frameworks from the earlier 
sections, emphasizing the importance of diverse methods for 
presenting academic material, various activities to facilitate 
learning, anel multiple ways for stueients to demonstrate their 
learning. The concluding section discusses these frameworks' 
relevance to current anel future academic issues. 
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ATTRIBUTION THEORY 



A conscientious student, Carolyn kept up with her cal- 
culus coursework, monitored her understanding of 
course material, and devoted regular and systematic 
study time to her school work. Her diligence in study- 
ing had paid off with good grades in high school, and 
Carolyn looked forward to a college major in chemistry 
as a gateway to a medical career. By the fourth week 
of class in her freshman year of college, however, she 
was feeling a little panicky about calculus. In class, the 
professor moved rapidly through problems, and when 
Carolyn missed a step, she got flustered and couldn't 
follow the remainder of the explanation. 

Carolyn began to suspect that a lack of aptitude in 
math must be preventing her from grasping the material 
when it was presented in class, because she had always 
had to study more for math than her other subjects. Her 
attempts to review the material outside class were also 
unsuccessful, because her class notes were sketchy in 
spots where she had paused to reflect on a puzzling 
part of the solution to a problem and overly detailed 
when she became confused and could no longer distin- 
guish trivial information from more critical points. Self- 
consciousness about her perceived lack of ability kept 
her from scheduling extra sessions with her instructor 
or classmates. By the end of each class session, Carolyn 
was frustrated and upset, and her apprehension built as 
the day of her calculus final examination approached. 

Despite regular class attendance and lengthy study 
time, Carolyn had received a barely passing grade on 
the midterm exam, reinforcing her suspicion that her 
aptitude in math was weak. Discouraged, she decided 
to hedge her academic bets, reducing her study time 
on calculus and devoting more to classes where she 
felt effort would pay off with higher grades. A low 
grade on the calculus final seemed to confirm her sus- 
picion that she lacked the ability to succeed in college- 
level math courses, and soon after the exam. Carolyn 
dropped the follow-up mathematics course she had 
registered for and began to consider changing her 
academic major to one that required less math. 

According to attribution theorists, when Carolyn unexpect- 
edly performed poorly in her college calculus course, she 
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was likely to engage in a cognitive process termed “causal 
search." In causal search, individuals try to understand why 
events have happened or what motives have directed the 
actions of others. By connecting outcomes to causes, Carolyn 
can reduce the stress associated with uncertainty and under- 
stand herself better (Weiner 1986, 1992). Moreover, the con- 
clusions that Carolyn reaches about herself and her environ- 
ment through causal search have important implications for 
her achievement motivation, learning, and future academic 
performance CLicht and Dweck 1983). 

By midcentury, Kelly (1955). Heider (1958), and other at- 
tributional theorists had begun to redirect attention away from 
explaining achievement behavior by how people feel to what 
people hdici v (Covington 1992). In particular, Fritz Heider 
( 1958). the founding father of attribution theory, is credited 
with defining many of the basic issues, including the notion 
that to understand why someone behaves as he or she does, 
we must first establish the causality of the behavior as internal 
to the individual, external in the environment, or both. This 
section defines the key principles of attribution theory, ex- 
plains the connections between attributions and motivation to 
learn, and draws implications for college students and those 
who teach and counsel them. 

Causal Search in Learning Contexts 

What situations prompt causal search? Causal search typically 
is not undertaken for routine occurrences but is reserved for 
unexpected outcomes, nonattainment of goals, or in situa- 
tions that have important personal implications (Hastie 1984). 
Unexpected failure at an important event is especially likely 
to elicit causal thinking (Weiner 1986). Because Carolyn was 
a successful student in high school who apparently had had 
no difficulties with mathematics, it seems likely that her near- 
failure would have prompted a causal search. Causal search 
is neither mechanical nor straightforward, and people may 
differ in their causal explanations for events despite having 
undergone similar circumstances and experienced identical 
outcomes. In the example described above, Carolyn could 
have drawn other conclusions about her failure with calcu- 
lus. People pay attention to different pieces of information in 
their environment and interpret the meaning of this informa- 
tion differently, which can lead to alternative explanations for 
similar events. Because Carolyn s failure was inconsistent 
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with her past record of success with mathematics and other 
subjects, her explanation of low ability for her low grades is 
somewhat surprising (Weiner 1992). Some evidence suggests, 
however, that females, especially bright females, are more 
inclined to draw negative conclusions about their ability (par- 
ticularly in mathematics) and are more debilitated after fail- 
ure than other students (Eccles, Adler, Futterman, Goff, 
Kaczala, Meece, and Midgley 1983; Ryckman and Peckham 
1987; Stipek and Hoffman 1980). a point discussed later. 
Whether or not it seems to others to be warranted, Carolyn’s 
attribution diminished her motivation to achieve in mathe- 
matics and redirected her immediate and long-term academic 
and career plans. We now take a closer look at the process 
explaining how this situation happens and what can be’ done 
to reverse it. 

Within achievement domains, empirical studies suggest 
that the range of salient explanations for outcomes is surpris- 
ingly narrow, with ability and effort predominating (Weiner 
1986). Apparently, humans rely on a simplistic scheme of 
two factors in accounting for achievement-related activities: 
how competent we are and how hard we try. Competitive 
classroom situations emphasize and reward ability (or com- 
petence) over effort, making.it very important for students to 
protect and advance images of their ability to themselves and 
others to maintain self-esteem (Covington 1992). because of 
our natural self-protective human nature and classroom con- 
ditions that encourage social comparison rather than mastery 
of the subject, students typically exhibit self-serving attribu- 
tional bias in which they tend to take credit for academic 
successes by claiming internal factors (for example, effort or 
ability) and distance themselves from failure by placing fault 
on factors in the environment (such as a difficult task or bad 
luck) (Anazonwu 1993; Basow and Medea If 1988; DeBoer 
1983; Stipek 198-t). In some instances, these tendencies might 
rellect overly optimistic self-assessment if not outright self- 
deception, traits that have their own set of assoc iated pitfalls. 
On the other hand, self-serving attributional bias generates in 
individuals the motivation to try again with more effort after 
failure rather than decrease effort and give up. In the final 
analysis, our attributional biases may work in our favor to 
facilitate the further development of our abilities. 

Causal search involves more than simply identifying the 
perceived cause of succ ess or failure. Of more critical impor- 
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tance is how the cause itself is classified on three underlying 
dimensions: control, stability, and locus. These dimensions 
appear to hold across a broad range of situations and motiv a- 
tional contexts (Weiner 1986). Although each dimension can 
be conceptualized as continua spanning from one extreme to 
the other, researchers typically assign causal attributions into 
discrete, bipolar categories: controllable versus uncontrollable, 
stable versus unstable, internal versus external (Weiner 19~9). 
The dimension of controllability distinguishes whether a 
cause is under volitional control, that is. whether an individ- 
ual can increase or decrease it by effort. Stability refers to 
whether a cause fluctuates or remains relatively constant. The 
dimension of locus defines whether the outcome is contin- 
gent on internal factors within the individual or external in 
the environment (Weiner 1986). Each of the three underlying 
dimensions influences a different aspect of motivation. The 
dimensions of controllability and locus relate more to affective 
consequences of success and failure, such as pride, self- 
esteem. shame, and guilt. The dimension of stability influ- 
ences an individual's expectancy of future success following a 
success or failure. Given the centrality of the concept of ex- 
pectancy to attribution theory and several other motivation 
theories, detailed discussion in this section is limited to the 
dimension of stability. With these definitions and the basic 
attributional principles established, we now explore how mo- 
tivation and learning are affected by causal attributions and 
the dimensions that underlie them. 

Causal Attributions and Motivation 

As mentioned, ability and effort are typically cited as causes 
for academic outcomes. Although they are both classified as 
internal factors, let us consider their differential effects on 
motivation by more closely examining their differences on 
the dimension of stability. In the event of success achieved 
under stable conditions, high expectations for future success 
are maintained. Thus, an individual who believes both that 
ability is responsible for past success and that ability is a 
stable trait* will most likely expect success on similar tasks 



'Alt In mgh ahihtv is typically classified in attribution schemes as a stable trail, 
evidence suggests that individuals may he ol two minds on the mailer A 
considerable budv of rescaali loniinuos to develop around the perceived 
nature of intelligence (that is. whether it is regarded as basically stable or 
ihangeabiei and the effects ot these perceptions on motivation and learning. 






in the future (Weiner 1979, 1986). Self-esteem and motiva- 
tion remain high. Expectancy of future success may be 
somewhat reduced, however, when previous successes are 
attributed to effort, because most people perceive effort to 
be a variable trait.* 

Expectancies for future success are iikely to be highest 
when successes are attributed to ability. Kit a balanced inter- 
pretation has some benefits. As students use cognitive strate- 
gies to solve problems at hand and attribute their successes to 
their efforts, they gain confidence that they can, in the future, 
apply their intellect and learned skills to help them success- 
fully complete unfamiliar challenging tasks. When problem- 
solving situations arise in the future, they are more likely to 
use the cognitive tools at their disposal (Borkowski. Carr. Rel- 
linger. and Pressley 1990). On the other hand, the converse is 
also true: Failure to make the connection between personal 
ability and effort, and performance outcomes may negatively 
affect learning by retarding development of an individual's 
ability to effectively marshal intellectual and emotional re- 
sources to attack academic tasks (Carr, Borkowski. and Max- 
well 1991). 

The dynamics of causal attribution operate the same way 
for failures as they do for successes, but the changes to ex- 
pectancy. self-efficacy, and self-esteem are in the opposite 
direction. When failure is attributed to stable, uncontrollable 
causes such as ability, it is frequently accompanied by a low 
sense of self-efficacy (Abramson, Garber, and Seligman 1980; 
Schunk 1982), and motivation is diminished because future 
performance cannot be expected to improve. Drops in expec- 
tancy are most drastic after failure ascrilxxl to stable causes 
such as ability, even among college students (DeBoer 1985). 

In fact, the more one ascribes failure to low ability, the lower 
expectancy, perceived competence, and persistence (Weiner 
1992). Continual attributions of failure to stable, uncontrol- 
lable factors can also lead to the reduction of effort on chal- 
lenging tasks (Weiner 1986, 1992). unproductive strategies for 
seeking academic help (Ames and Liu 1982; Nelson-LeGall 
1985). the adoption of passive coping strategies (C. Peterson 

* Again, some students mav consider effort to lx* relatively invariant because 
of a regular pattern of hard work and subsequent success in achievement. 
In this case, they are likely to maintain high expectations tor future success, 
presuming they also believe that the conditions that enabled them to work 
haul remain stable for the future. 
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and Barrett 1987), and reduced intentions of pursuing further 
coursework in the academic area of failure (DeBoer 1985). 
Eventually, students may simply quit trying as a result of 
low expectations for future success. Unfortunately, Carolyn, 
our hypothetical student struggling with calculus, fits this 
profile remarkably well. Her interpretation of the cause of 
her poor performance had far-reaching effects — on the 
amount and quality of effort she was willing to spend on 
mastering the subject, on her willingness to avail herself of 
academic support services, on her ability to cognitively pro- 
cess material both in and out of class, and eventually on her 
academic plans. 

When failure is attributed to unstable or controllable 
causes, such as insufficient effort, students do not usually 
believe that future failures are inevitable. Research provides 
empirical verification that students who make low -effort attri- 
butions for failure are more likely than students who attribute 
failure to controllable or invariant causes to maintain high ex- 
pectations for future successes. Expectancy remains high be- 
cause their perceptions of personal ability have been pre- 
served by claiming low effort as the cause of failure (Ander- 
son and Jennings 1980; Diener and Dweck 1980). Following 
failure, they are also more likely to increase their effort com- 
pared with students who attributed their failure to uncontrol- 
lable causes and, consequently, may be more effective at 
solving the problem at hand and improving their future per- 
formance (Diener and Dweck 1980). When a student claims 
low effort caused failure, the contribution of ability to the 
outcome is unclear and self-esteem is protected, a psycholog- 
ical outcome that is more likely to encourage motivation and 
sustained effort on achiev ement tasks than attributing failure 
to low ability. Although authorities generally concur that at- 
tributing failure to effort is psychologically more adaptive 
than attributing failure to stable or uncontrollable factors on a 
singular instance, a pattern of attributing negativ e outcomes 
to low effort is considered maladaptive, as students may re- 
sist taking advantage of academic support or counseling in 
lieu of simply “living harder" next time. In addition, when 
students regularly question their capacity to sustain effort, 
they are likely to become discouraged from persisting at 
difficult tasks (Schmitz and Skinner 199.5). 

t nforlunately. sometimes failure occurs even though a 
great deal of effort has been expended. Feelings of personal 




dissatisfaction and public shame, as well as attributing per- 
formance to insufficient ability, are typically strongest in 
these situations (Covington and Omelich 1979. 1981). Be- 
cause low effort is no longer a plausible cause for failure, 
ability is suspect. In some situations, particularly at the lower 
grades, trying hard, even when a student fails, can benefit a 
student, because teachers' evaluations of a student's perfor- 
mance following failure are often softened by a show of 
effort. Because faculty are typically unaware of or unswayed 
by effort alone, however, college students may be in a quan- 
dary regarding effort. Although it is a formidable weapon 
against failure, effort can be the proverbial double-edged 
sword, turning against its master when failure occurs (Cov- 
ington and Omelich 1979). 

One way to avoid the damaging consequences to self- 
esteem of attributing failure to low ability is simply to deliber- 
ately exert low effort, as is the case with classic underachiev- 
ers. Although students indicate that they would not do so, 
they suggest that others may purposefully disengage from ex- 
pending effort on learning tasks in the interest of maintaining 
self-worth (Jagacinski and Nicholls 1990). Partying the night 
before a big test, for instance, may provide a ready excuse for 
poor performance without the damaging blows of having to 
claim lack of ability as a cause of failure. \Self-handicappers** 
do their best to divert attention away from low ability' as an 
explanation for failure. The ideal self-handicapping strategy is 
one that imposes only a minimal impediment to success while 
simultaneously protecting self-esteem (Arkin and Baumgard- 
ner 1985). Procrastination and spreading oneself too thin are 
other examples of self-handicapping strategies that can lead 
to failure ‘'with honor" — or at least one without disgrace (Cov- 
ington 1992). Perhaps Carolyn, whose failure with calculus 
introduced this section, prematurely reduced her effort to 
avoid the stigma of trying and failing. 

Less frequently, students attribute failure to external 
causes, such as bad luck or ineffective instruction. When 
failure is occasionally ascribed to chance or luck, the insta- 
bility of these factors suggests a low expectancy for recur- 
rence, and therefore expectancy for future success remains 
relatively high. When individuals continually attribute failure 
to external causes, however, they come to believe that their 
behaviors are unrelated to. or disconnected from, outcomes, 
and a sense of powerlessness about academic outcomes 
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develops (Abramson, Garber, and Seligman 1980). Even 
when success occurs, such students typically take no per- 
sonal credit. In the relationship between attributional beliefs 
and subsequent achievement. U r*. possible that attributional 
beliefs “drive" or “energize" students* capabilities for intellec- 
tual processing as well as the strategies they are willing and 
able to use for planning, modifying, and monitoring their 
learning (Borkowski and Thorpe 1994). Thus, in the pres- 
ence of maladaptive beliefs, such as “helpless" patterns of 
response to academic challenge, cognitive capabilities are 
reduced, resulting in declines in subsequent performance 
(Borkowski and Thorpe 1994; Dweck and Licht 1980). 

Continually attributing failure to unknown causes may be 
most damaging of all, because doing so indicates a global 
sense of confusion and loss of control over outcomes. Such 
conditions may lead to disaffection in the classroom and 
academic failure (Schmitz and Skinner 1993). 



Relating Attributions to Other Motivational Concepts 

Links between attributional beliefs and other motivation- 
related constructs, such as students' self-efficacy (Schunk 

1982) and their ability to employ reasonable strategies to 
learning tasks (Borkowski and Thorpe 1994). have also been 
established. When students believe they control success, 
either because of their ability or their effort, their sense of 
efficacy relevant to their learning is reinforced anchor ad- 
vanced (Relich, Debus, and Walker 1986; Schunk 1982). In 
turn, they are more inclined to monitor their levels of learn- 
ing and the strategies they employ to bring about that learn- 
ing (Borkowski and Thorpe 1994). So important are attribu- 
tional beliefs to the development of healthy psychological 
attitudes toward learning that “in children, the entire system 
suffers when . . . attributional beliefs do not dev elop in con- 
ceit with intellectual or academic achievements" (Borkowski 
and Thorpe 199-t, p. 59). More generally, attributional beliefs 
play a central role in the formation of a relatively stable self- 
concept of ability ( Ixcles et al. 1983). In fact, it is self-concept 
rather than attributional beliefs that drive achievement behav- 
ior. while attributions merely mirror self-concept (Eccles et al. 

1983) . Regardless of the theoretical perspective one prefers, 
however, the role of causal attributions for success and fail- 
ure in achievement behaviors is clear. 
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Gender Differences in Causal Attributions 
Regarding Achievement 

A great deal of effort went into investigating gender differ- 
ences in causal attributions for achievement during the late 
1970s and early 1980s. as evidenced by studies documenting 
both the lack of and existence of gender differences in attri- 
butions for success and failure. Among studies that showed a 
difference in causal attribution patterns between males and 
females, women most often displayed the more maladaptive 
style, although the actual magnitude of the differences was 
.seldom large (Frieze. Whitley, Hanusa, and McHugh 1982; 
Sohn 1982). Gender differences, if they exist, may be most 
notable between males and females who have a strong femi- 
nine sex-role orientation, or on tasks that arc perceived as 
more appropriate for one gender or the other (McHugh. 
Frieze, and Hanusa 1982). For example. Carolyn, in the case 
presented earlier, probably was influenced by popular but 
untrue notions that women are predisposed to poor perfor- 
mance in mathematics. Additionally, females may have lower 
expectations with regard to achievement than males despite 
past records of success (Eccles et al. 1983; l.icht and Dweck 
1983; Stipek and Gralinski 1991; Vollmer 1986) and may be 
more inclined than males to both accept negative information 
and discount positive information about themselves (Dweck 
and Licht 1980). Furthermore, throughout the college years, 
male students typically rate their abilities more highly than 
females rate theirs (A. Astin 1993). These characteristics may 
help to account for the attrihutional tendencies of women, 
compared with men. to place more w-eight on lack of ability 
as a cause of failure and less w eight on high ability as a 
cause of success (Fennema 1981; Parsons, Meece, Adler, and 
Kaczala 1982; Simmons 1996). Whether these Findings would 
be upheld for females of racial minorities is unclear, because 
most prior research on the topic has been based on predomi- 
nantly white samples. 

The FQrmation of Causal Attributions 

I nderstanding the factors that influence the formation of 
causal attributions reveals how faculty and other educators 
help shape students* attributions and work with students 
whose attributions are maladaptive. 

Causal attributions are formed by the influence of an- 
tecedent cues, causal principles such as self-serving attribu- 
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tional bias, and current contextual cues (Weiner 1992). An- 
tecedent cues typically include enduring belief's and prior 
history of performance. In the absence of environmental 
cues that point to an obvious explanation, students fall back 
on their preferred attributiona! style, a relatively enduring 
perspective for interpreting outcomes of events. Intuitively 
and empirically, evidence exists that a pessimistic attribution 
style is associated with negative performance outcomes 
(Henry, Martinko, and Pierce 1993; C. Peterson 1990: C. 
Peterson and Barrett 1987; Pierce and Henry 1993). Current 
contextual cues include the amount of effort expended, the 
difficulty of the task, social norms such as the performance 
of peers on identical or similar tasks, and teachers’ attribu- 
tional cues communicated through comments and behaviors. 
Several studies illustrate the role faculty can have in pro- 
viding the sort of attributiona! feedback to students most 
likely to create conditions favorable to the development of 
healthy cognitive patterns of taking credit for academic suc- 
cess and failure. In an experimental study involving younger 
students deficient in subtraction skills, instruction plus peri- 
odic verbal feedback linking successful problem solving 
with ability produced the largest gains in self-efficacy and 
skills, surpassing tiiose of the no-feedback group, the effort- 
plus-ability group, and the effort-feedback group (Schunk 
1982). The same results can be encouraged in college class- 
rooms through the natural exchanges of conversation be- 
tween faculty and students. As students struggle to interpret 
their academic performance, faculty can redirect students’ 
disclaimers of ability for success and, likewise, their claims 
of low ability for failure. Without being inauthentic, faculty 
can express confidence to students that they possess the 
intellectual capital to succeed in college, and that discourag- 
ing achievement outcomes can be lessened by applying 
more effort or alternative strategies for mastering course 
material. Moreover, they can assist students in identifying 
and practicing the use of discipline-specific strategies that 
are most likely to bring academic success. 

faculty may question how much influence they can actu- 
ally have on students’ attributions. A study predicting first- 
year college students' internal attributions for their academic 
successes identified several instructional behaviors of faculty 
( Pascarella. Kdison. llagedorn, Nora, and Tercn/ini 1996). 
Not surprisingly, students’ precollege levels of internal attri- 
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hutions for success were the most powerful predictors of 
end-ofyear measures of the same variable (roughly four 
times the strength of any other predictor), a finding that 
underscores the power of enduring attributional beliefs or 
styles. Nevertheless, a cluster of faculty teaching behaviors 
also exercised statistically significant influences on students' 
attributions. Students' perceptions of teachers' organization 
and preparation wielded the second most powerful source 
of influence on their internal locus of attribution for their 
academic successes among the host of precollege, institu- 
tional, and experiential (academic and nonacademic) vari- 
ables examined. Rounding out a quartet of statistically signif- 
icant faculty teaching behaviors were teachers' perceived 
instructional skill and clarity, teachers’ perceived support, 
and teachers' perceived use of technology (the single behav- 
ior of teachers with a negative influence). Although the con- 
tribution such behaviors have made to students' learning has 
already been confirmed, the influence of the behaviors on 
students’ formation of internal attributions for academic suc- 
cess has been less frequently recognized. What is more re- 
markable is that faculty's influence is discernible, even after 
a relatively short period of time (less than one year) (Pasca- 
rella et al. 1996). An earlier study reached the notable con- 
clusion that good teaching exercised a beneficial effect on 
causal attributions, weakening the strength of the negative 
relationship between external, stable attributions and striv- 
ings for achievement (Perry and Magnusson 1989). Thus, 
"from an instructional perspective, these findings imply that 
one of the major benefits of good teaching is its capacity to 
compensate for less effective learning orientations" (p. 1“! ). 

Faculty can also capitalize on the power of peers’ influ- 
ence on cultivating healthy causal attributions for academic 
outcomes among their students. In a series of pioneering 
studies, at-risk students heard videotapes of upper-class stu- 
dents testifying tha* th .*ir own academic performance had 
improved as they progussed toward their senior year (Wilson 
and I.invillc 1982, 1985). Addressing the stability dimension of 
the at-risk students, the training was designed to encourage 
students to ascribe failures more to transient causes than to 
stable ones. The attributional training resulted in higher test 
grades for participants than those in a control group. Another 
study with a similar methodological design and results used 
videotaped remarks by upper-class students that were rein- 
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forced by a professor (VanOverwalle, Segebarth, and Gold- 
chstein 1989). Apparently, students who heard the testimonies 
of their peers gained confidence that their own academic prob- 
lems were not insurmountable or a reflection of insufficient 
ability. More recently, the self-limiting attributional beliefs of 
high-ability females were reshaped to more positive ones by 
attributional retraining techniques, and. subsequently, the 
group exposed to the retraining program achieved greater 
success on the final examination than a control group (Heller 
and Ziegler 1996). Unfortunately, not all attempts at attribu- 
tional retraining have achieved such positive results, and the 
permanence of changed attributions is unclear. 

On the reverse side of the coin, however, some faculty 
members’ practices in giving feedback on performance can 
foster low -ability ascriptions for performance outcomes, de- 
spite their good intent. The practices include excessive praise 
for a student's performance (particularly on a task that was 
not overly challenging), unsolicited offers of help, and ex- 
pressions of sympathy for poor performance, particularly in 
traditional classrooms emphasizing social comparisons (Gra- 
ham 1990). 




Promoting Adaptive Attributions 
For Success and Failure 

Causal attributions are but one of a complex set of factors 
that influence students' motiv ation for learning and their 
subsequent achievement. Despite the fact that other factors 
may have a more direct influence on achievement outcomes, 
adaptive causal attributions for academic success and failure 
help create a “can-do" mind-set critical for meeting academic 
challenges that students are likely to meet as they progress 
through the educational system. The challenges of college- 
level work, in particular, may be best met when students give 
credit to. and capitalize on, both ability and effort for their 
successes. Students can also develop greater resiliency to 
failure by attributing failure to factors that can be changed, 
such as by increased effort or more (fective study. In short, 
adaptive attributional patterns contribute to a healthy psycho- 
logical profile for students. Faculty, through their classroom 
behaviors and verbal communication with students, are in a 
key position to foster adaptive ascriptions for academic out- 
comes and reshape others so that they are more conducive 
to further learning and achievement.. 
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Conclusion 

College students' attributions, or explanations for academic 
success or failure, can influence their efforts to succeed in 
college. Faculty and others may be able to work with col- 
lege students to promote positive attributions for failures 
and successes. 
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THE SELF-EFFICACY OF COLLEGE STUDENTS 



Boh is an academic adviser for his colleges undeclared 
majors. One of his advisees is Raymond, who was put 
on academic probation after his first semester and who, 
approaching the end of his first year of college, knows 
that he will likely not fulfill the requirements of his aca- 
demic contract. Looking at Raymond s records, Bob 
sees a 1 .61 semester average for the fall, with grades 
ranging from a B in American Cultures to an F in Intro- 
ductory Economics. Raymond is reasonably sure that he 
will fail the economics course again this semester and 
be dismissed from college. 

Because the hectic period of fall registration has 
passed. Bob has a little more time than usual and chats 
with Raymond about his future plans. Raymond was a 
high school swimmer and had decided that he wanted 
to be a high school science teacher and swimming 
coach. Now. with his mediocre grades in science and 
mathematics and his trouble with his grade point aver- 
age, he is at a loss. 

Bob decides to take a different approach with Ray- 
mond, who is registered for 16 credits for the fall, in- 
cluding Finite Mathematics, Chemistry', Economics 2, 
Psychology, and Introduction to Education. He proces- 
ses an override of Raymond's automatic dismissal and 
then, with Raymond, puts together a “success plan." be- 
ginning in the fall semester, Raymond will enroll for a 
maximum of four courses per semester and meet with 
Bob eveiy other week. Bob also arranges for Raymond 
to work with a local high school swimming coach four 
afternoons a week and to receive work/study credit for 
his experience. Raymond also enrolls in College Learn- 
ing Skills; he will keep Introduction to Education and 
the next course in his mathematics sequence. Finite 
Mathematics. 

Albert Bandura’s work on self-efficacy forms an important 
basis for consideration of the learning-centered college cam- 
pus (Bandura I9K6, 1993, 1997). This section describes Ban- 
dura's developmental work on self-efficacy, reviews research 
relating it to experiences and achievements of young adults 
and college students, and suggests links between current 
approaches to classroom learning, such as group and collab- 
orative class work and academic learning communities, and 
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the development of self-efficacy. The section concludes with 
suggestions for approaches to learning and research in the 
context of college that might be useful as we seek to en- 
hance the self-efficacy of college students. 

Bandura defines self-efficacy as individuals' 'beliefs about 
their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance 
that exercise influence over events that affect their lives” (Ban- 
dura 1994, p. 71). An individual's perceived self-efficacy is re- 
lated to motivation in that if an individual believes he or she 
has the capability to perform a task and that performance 
will then lead to a positive result, the individual will be moti- 
vated to perform (Bandura 1977; Lucas 1990; Sexton and 
Tuck man 199 1 ). 

According to Bandura, motivational processes are gener- 
ated cognitively (for the most pan), based primarily on self- 
beliefs. Theories of motivation include attribution theory, 
expectancy-value theory, and goal theory. Beliefs about 
one s capabilities influence each of these processes. Causal 
attributions influence perceptions of self-efficacy and are 
then related to performance (see. c.g.. Relich. Debus, and 
Walker 1986). Beliefs about self-efficacy are involved in a 
cyclical process in which individuals interpret performance 
and adjust self-beliefs, which in turn inform and alter subse- 
quent performance (Pajarcs 1996). Explicit challenging goals 
enhance and sustain motivation; when people set challeng- 
ing goals for themselves, a state of disequilibrium is created 
This discrepancy is then reduced by accomplishing those 
goals. These dynamic models describe continual adjustment 
processes of self-regulation and continuing reevaluation as 
college students set goals, fail or succeed, readjust, and be- 
gin again. Similarly, beliefs about self are slowly modified 
over time. Beliefs affect behaviors, which affect outcomes, 
which affect beliefs, and so on. 

Scif-efflcacy and Learning 

Bandura's in-depth descriptions of the importance of per- 
ceived self-efficacy in learning (1986, 1993. 1994. 1997) are 
the result of more than 30 years of focused study. Bandura 
and his colleagues demonstrated that both the self-efficacy 
beliefs of students and the collective beliefs of teachers (in 
their instructional efficacy) contributed significantly to levels 
of academic achievement in school settings (Bandura 1993). 
Self-efficacy beliefs also produced achievement effects 
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through motivational processes, either enhancing or decreas- 
ing motivation. Self-efficacy influences academic achieve- 
ment through several mechanisms; it affects an individuals 
thoughts about, emotional approach to, selection of, and 
persistence at a task (see Bandura 1993). 

Raymond, the student in the case study, has begun to ques- 
tion his self-efficacy in domains where he was previously suc- 
cessful, science and mathematics. If his self-efficacy erodes 
sufficiently, he is likely to think negative thoughts during per- 
formance, react emotionally to expectations for the classes, 
and avoid or give short shrift to his academic tasks. Bandura 
claims that no mechanism of personal agency is “more central 
or pervasive than people’s Iself-efficacy] beliefs” (Bandura 
1993, p. 118). Self-efficacy beliefs influence an individual’s 
feelings, thinking, motivations, and behaviors. 

Self-efficacy beliefs influence students' emotions, which, 
in turn, can influence students’ academic performance. Stu- 
dents' beliefs in their own capabilities affect the amount of 
stress and depression they experience in difficult academic 
or social situations. For example, a student with minimal 
coping efficacy may have disturbing thought patterns, lead- 
ing to test anxiety, which interferes with the student's ability 
to perform. Subsequent shame over a low grade can exacer- 
bate the anxiety for the next test; on the other hand, pride in 
a positive achievement can begin to alleviate the anxiety. 

Self-efficacy beliefs shape students’ lives through their 
influence on selection of activities, environments, and ca- 
reers. Self-efficacy also contributes to the type of social real- 
ity students construct for themselves through processes of 
selection. Choices of educational opportunities and social 
networks are also influenced by students’ perceived self- 
efficacy. In the case study, Raymond begins to question his 
academic choices, made based on years of success and posi- 
tive experiences, because of academic difficulties in his first 
semester in college. Focusing specifically on the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood, Bandura (1997) describes the 
particular importance of structured transitions, such as those 
provided within the context of colleges and universities. 

Self-efficacy is highly domain specific (Pressley and Mc- 
Cormick 1995). Thus, high self-efficacy in one domain is not 
necessarily consistent with the level of self-efficacy in an- 
other. For example, a college student might have high self- 
efficacy with respect to math and science but low seif- 
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Within a 
learning- 
centered 
classrootn, 
structured 
learning 
contexts 
can allow 
students to 
engage 
successfully 
in activities 
that capital- 
ize on self- 
efficacy . 



efficacy with regard to writing or leadership skills. These 
beliefs about personal efficacy play a key role in a student's 
choice of career and major. They can be restrictive, for ex- 
ample. when a college student with a low sense of efficacy 
in mathematics chooses a major because it does not have a 
mathematics requirement. Self-efficacy beliefs can likewise 
be enabling for a student who has positive beliefs about his 
or her own ability to learn difficult material (Bandura 1997). 

Students who have a low sense of efficacy in a given do- 
main will shy away from a difficult task, whereas students 
with a positive sense of self-efficacy are more likely to take 
risks and attempt challenging tasks. As students move through 
college and into adulthood, their sense of self-efficacy is likely 
to crystallize. Challenging tasks that are met successfully will 
likely increase self-efficacy in ways that promote future at- 
tempts at challenging tasks. Conversely, tasks that are too 
challenging can erode an individual’s sense of efficacy and 
thwart ambition. 

Beliefs about self-efficacy are formed using information from 
a variety of sources. For the college student, prior conceptions 
of ability (often based on experiences in previous educational 
settings), social comparisons (comparative evaluations within 
classes, liv ing environments, and cocumcular contexts), fram- 
ing of feedback (the social evaluation of achieved progress or 
shortfalls), and perceived controllability (locus of control) all 
combine for the development of self-efficacy. Therefore, build- 
ing a sense of self-efficacy that promotes learning for college 
students involves constructing learning environments that (1) 
construe ability as an acquirable skill. (2) deemphasize compet- 
itive social comparisons and highlight self-comparison of prog- 
ress and personal accomplishment, and (3) reinforce the in- 
dividual student’s ability to exercise some control over the 
learning environment. A learning-centered classroom can do 
all of them for its students. 

Four kinds of situations can positively influence the devel- 
opment of students’ beliefs about efficacy: mastery experi- 
ences. vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and somatic 
and emotional states (Bandura 199-0. Within a learning- 
centered classroom, structured learning contexts call allow 
students to engage successfully in activities that capitalize on 
these four main sources of influence on self-efficacy. Self- 
efficacy can be positiv ely influenced through activities that 
provide opportunities to experience mastery, watch others 
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like themselves succeed and thus experience success vicari- 
ously, and he persuaded by their peers to participate in chal- 
lenging activities. These learning contexts will assist students 
in developing positive, less stressful reactions to challenges. 

In the case study presented earlier, the adviser works with 
Raymond to structure a semester that will prov ide Raymond 
with an experience that could lead to mastery as well as social 
persuasion (his coaching of a high school swimming team). 
Additionally, he structures Raymonds course load so that Ray- 
mond will be able to devote inore time to his traditionally 
strong subject, mathematics. Finally, he enrolls Raymond in a 
course to ensure that his study behaviors match his goals. 

Research on College Students 

In the last decade, Bandura and others extended research on 
self-efficacy from precollege to college student populations. 
That literature can be roughly divided into work relating self- 
efficacy to academic achievement (Hackett 1985; Hackett, 

Bet/. Casa \ and Rocha-Singh 1992; Lent. Lope/, and Bieschle 
1993; Lucas 1990; Sexton and Tuck man 1991; Solberg, O’Brien. 
Villareal, Kennel, and Davis 1993; Wilhite 1990; Zimmerman 
and Banduu 1994) and work examining career-related self- 
efficacy ( Bergeron and Romano 1994; Brooks, Cornelius. 
Greenfield, and Joseph 1995; Croteau' and Slaney 199-4: Luzzo 
1993, 199*4, 1995; Luzzo and Ward 1995; Niles and Sovva 1992: 
S.L. Peterson 1993; Rooney and Osipovv 1992; Scheye and Gil- 
roy 199-4; Stiekel and tionett 1991). The following explanation 
brieflv summarizes studies of self-efficacy related to career 
choice and satisfaction and then focuses on studies directly 
related to self-efficacy and academic achievement. 

Kxtcnsivc work has validated measures of career self- 
efficacy ( Luzzo 1993. 199^, 1995; Luzzo and Ward 1995; 
Rooney and Osipovv 1992). In general, career self-efficacy 
has been examined as an outcome variable in correlation 
studies of college students (Bergeron and Romano 199-4; 
Brooks et al. 1995; Croteau and Slaney 199-4: Niles and Sovva 
1992; Scheve and Gilroy 199 i; Stiekel and Bonett 1991 ). An 
examination of the effects of measures of self-efficacy on 
behaviors found that, for male college students, self-efficacy 
played an important role in the consideration of careers 
involving math and science (Post. Stewart, and Smith 1991). 
Males and females differed in their perceived self-efficacy in 
the use of computers (Busch 1995), and measures of self- 
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efficacy with computers were increased following classroom 
instruction and hands-on experience (J. Smith 1994). 

In examinations of a national sample of students followed 
from senior year of high school into college, measures of self- 
efficacy were found to relate significantly to political activism 
(Sherkat and Blocker 1993, 1994). An examination of persis- 
tence among college students found that career self-efficacy 
was significantly related to academic as well as social integra- 
tion in the college environment (S.L. Peterson 1993). 

Self-efficacy and the College Classroom 

College students’ self-efficacy has been the subject of a small 
but growing body of literature that includes both discursive 
speculation and empirical study. (See Pajares 1996 for an 
extensive review of self-efficacy related to academic achieve- 
ment at all levels of education.) Several authors in addition to 
Bandura have described the importance of self-efficacy for 
college students (see Forsyth and McMillan 1991: Howard- 
Hamilton 1993; Lucas 1990; McMillan and Forsyth 1991). in- 
cluding the importance of African-American female athletes’ 
beliefs about themselves as scholars as well as the collective 
beliefs of the athletes themselves in influencing academic 
performance, and possible interventions for improving stu- 
dents' perceptions of self-efficacy (Howard-Hamilton 1993). 

Various measures of self-efficacy have consistently demon- 
strated positive relationships to global measures of academic 
success (Hackett 1985; Hackett et al. 1992; Lindner and Harris 
1992; Sexton and Tuckman 1991; Solberg et al. 1993; Zimmer- 
man and Bandura 1994). For example, a study of the aca- 
demic performance of 200 students enrolled in an engineer- 
ing school found that measures of self-efficacy for completing 
specific academic milestones were strong and significant pre- 
dictors of grade point average (Hackett et al. 1992). 

In one study, some differences in student teachers’ beliefs 
about teaching and personal efficacy were related to differ- 
ences in some measures that could affect teachers' future suc- 
cess (Woolfolk and Hoy 1990). Additionally, interviews of 
some women enrolled in doctoral work in mathematics who 
later transferred out of their doctoral programs found that the 
women initially chose mathematics because a mentor (usually 
a parent or a teacher) had convinced them that they had 
unique ability. At the graduate level, however, most faced 
skepticism from faculty and fellow students about their seri- 
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ousness and ability to perform mathematics at that level, grad- 
ually eroding their own sense of efficacy in their graduate 
work as well as their visions of themselves as mathematicians 
(Stage and Maple 1996). 

Some researchers have examined relationships between 
students’ self-beliefs and college students' behaviors (Sexton 
and Tuckman 1991; Simmons 1996). Simmons ( 1996) exam- 
ined the effects of college students’ beliefs and attitudes on 
their approaches to learning and their use of study and learn- 
ing strategies. Students in the study included both low achiev- 
ers who had fallen below the institutional minimum required 
to continue and students in good academic standing. All par- 
ticipants were within one standard deviation of the group 
mean on measures of precollege achievement (high school 
percentile rank and SAT scores). Students with a strong sense 
of academic self-efficacy were more likely to pursue learning 
goals that emphasized mastery of a subject rather than protec- 
tion of self-image. They were also more likely to use executive 
processing, cognitive processing, and environmental control, 
key processes in students’ regulation of their own learning. 
Students who were more confident of their academic compe- 
tence were also more certain of their academic majors than 
those with low'er levels of self-efficacy. 

In a study that separated beliefs into ability to perform as 
well as belief that performance would result in a positive out- 
come. self-efficacy was a strong predictor of performance 
(Sexton and Tuckman 1991). An ethnographic study of college 
students with learning disabilities found that students’ descrip- 
tions about their abilities to succeed were important to them 
in explaining their success in college (Stage and Milne 1996). 

A few studies have examined relationships between mea- 
sures of students’ perceptions of self-efficacy for specific 
subject matter and performance in a specific task or course 
(Horn. Bruning. Schravv, Curry, and Katkanant 1993; Lent, 
Lopez, and Bieschle 1993; Mone. Baker, and Jeffries 1995; 
Nicaise and Gcttinger 1995; Stage and Kloosterman 1991. 
1995: Wilhite 1990). One study, for example, found that in a 
college psychology course, a measure of mathematics self- 
efficacy and course expectations added significantly to the 
explanation of mathematical interests, course intentions, and 
grade in the course over and above variance explained 
through gender and ability in mathematics (Lent. Lopez, and 
Bieschle 1993). Others have found measures of self-efficacy 
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to be related to performance in business courses (Mone, 
Baker, and Jeffries 1995), human development and psychol- 
ogy courses (Horn el al. 1993; Wilhite 1990), and perfor- 
mance on reading comprehension measures (Nicaise and 
Gettinger 1995). 

Finally, self-efficacy has been found to be valid across 
gender and ethnic subgroups (Hackett et al. 1992; Solberg et 
al. 1993)- For example, Euro-American status as opposed to 
Mexican-American status was found to predict higher lewis 
of both occupational and academic self-efficacy (Hackett et 
al. 1992). A study of students in remedial mathematics classes 
found no significant gender differences in students' sense of 
efficacy regarding ability to complete difficult mathematics 
problems and beliefs about the proper approach to solving 
problems (Stage and Kloosterman J995). Those beliefs, how- 
ever, predicted the final grade in the course for women, even 
after controlling for previous mathematics courses taken and 
incoming ability. 

Although the groundwork has been laid, only a few stud- 
ies (e.g., Nicaise and Gettinger 1995) have attempted to mod- 
ify students* sense of self-efficacy to enhance academic per- 
formance. Clearly, more work is needed. 




Implications for Learning 

The three characteristics of learning environments conducive 
to the development of self-efficacy bear repeating here. When 
faculty (1) construe ability as an acquirable skill, (2) deem- 
phasi/e competitive social comparisons and highlight self- 
comparison of progress and personal accomplishment, and 
(3) reinforce an individual student's ability to exercise some 
control over the learning environment, enhanced self-efficacy 
is likely to occur. 

While much that occurs within the context of college 
courses bolsters a sense of self-efficacy for many students, 
sometimes that bolstering can be at the expense of other 
students in the class. We hear periodically of a faculty mem- 
ber or even an academic department that is proud of the 
fact that a relatively small proportion of students succeed in 
their courscwurk. Perhaps they view their role in the univer- 
sity merely as a sorting mechanism rather than as one of 
helping students develop skills and abilities. We could argue 
that these faculty serve primarily to erode students' sense of 





self- efficacy and to divert them from their learning goals, 
surely counterproductive to their college’s mission. 

Similarly, posting grades in rank order and using similar 
percentile ratings of students can serve to undermine the 
achievements of students who are only beginning to make 
gains in their skills and abilities at college. Reviewing re- 
sponses to examinations in class and allowing students with 
relatively low grades to present their correct answers can 
serve to promote students' beliefs in their self-efficacy. 

The use of collaborative learning, group work, and aca- 
demic learning communities can promote students' self- 
efficacy in many ways. Students can see the achievements 
of others whom they perceive as similar to themselves, ob- 
serve behaviors modeled by other group members who may 
have better study skills, and feel social pressure to spend 
more quality time on assignments for the benefit of the 
group. These and similar experiences can enhance a student's 
sense of efficacy and lead to greater motivation to perform 
academic tasks. 

Understanding self-efficacy can help us work with a stu- 
dent like Raymond who is not excelling in the classroom. 
Raymond's adviser. Bob, recognizes that Raymond has be- 
gun to doubt his choice of career. His beliefs about his abil- 
ity to perform in his chosen area, science, are beginning to 
erode. Bob encourages Raymond to take a lighter course 
load, take a course in the development of learning skills, 
and engage in a limited way in activities and experiences 
congruent with past successes. Bob hopes that by develop- 
ing learning skills, experiencing some successes, and being 
reminded of his reasons for entering college. Raymond will 
see his goals as achievable. 

Raymond, as a sw immer in high school, earned intern- 
ship credits for managing the swimming team. Similarly, a 
business major might work as an intern 10 hours a week 
with a city program for start-up businesses, and a natural 
resource major might work with physical plant operations 
on campus. While typically only a limited number of credits 
might be earned in this manner, if they are placed at a criti- 
cal juncture in the curriculum, students could gain reinforce- 
ment for expansion of their already strong skills, acquire 
know ledge to develop their self-efficacy, and build motiva- 
tion to work toward academic goals. At the same time, they 
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work on study skills that might enhance their chances of 
succeeding. 

It is hoped that Raymond's classroom experiences can 
provide a context for adjustment of his beliefs about his self- 
efficacy. Through the development of capabilities and the 
positive framing of feedback on achieved progress, a stu- 
dent’s beliefs about himself or herself can become increas- 
ingly positive. In turn, motivation to perform and, ultimately, 
actual performance are enhanced. Ideally, w ith success and 
feedback that continues to underscore personal capabilities, 
beliefs about self-efficacy become even more positive. The 
student's motivation and performance proceed in a continual 
reciprocal relationship. 

Rather than quickly diverting students from lifetime goals 
and aspirations, part of our role is to help students find con- 
texts in which they can develop their self-efficacy by capital- 
izing on their diverse talents and ways of learning. 

Conclusion 

The concept of self-efficacy as it relates to college students 
is important to us as we design classrooms and experiences 
that foster students’ success and in our efforts to learn more 
about learning. 
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SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AS 
A BASIS FOR LEARNING 



The students in Professor Chavella Roth’s undergradu- 
ate sociology class have broken up into small groups 
to discuss their progress on the "working-poor*' assign- 
ment. They have spent the past few weeks in class 
exploring theory and data about poverty, unemploy- 
ment, and social policy. To further their understanding 
of the sources of poverty in the I'nited States, the stu- 
dents are taking a concrete look at how a family on a 
limited income is able to live in a particular city. The 
students are constructing a budget and work life for 
their assigned "family." The small group of Lisa, Ming. 
Josh, and Chhe' i discuss their family budget as Pro- 
fessor Roth joins them. 

Lisa begins: "I think I found a job for our wage 
earner!" She shares a classified ad for bussers and food 
servers at a cafeteria in town that has options for full- 
and part-time work, flexible schedules, and meal bene- 
fits. "It pays above minimum wage, and it might even 
include some health benefits, although I know we 
expected minimum-wage employment to be unlikely 
to provide health insurance or other benefits." 

Ming: "That's true, so we probably need to get the 
specifics because we need to make sure the health 
insurance extends to dependents. We need the young 
kids to be covered, plus we still have to calculate the 
taxes that would be taken out." 

Ohhevi agrees, noting that "the disposable income 
will be much less." 

Josh: "According to our map. that restaurant is about 
15 miles from our apartment." 

Chhevi: "Maybe we should look for a new apartment?" 

Lisa points out that a two-bedroom apartment is too 
small for two adults and two children. 

Josh replies. "But it is the only thing that would fit 
our budget, and we decided that they would get a 
sleeper sofa." 

Lisa: "1 still think it's too small for a family of four." 

Josh and Lisa consult the city map and offer a solu- 
tion. "She can take a bus, except that we haven't bud- 
geted for a bus ride twice a day. We re going to have 
to increase the transportation portion of our budget to 
at least 10 percent," notes Lisa. 
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Professor Roth, who has been circulating among the 
groups of students, asks this group if they have had a 
chance to look into the requirements for eligibility and 
regulations for Section 8 housing. The group lias not, 
and the professor reminds them to investigate this op- 
tion for the family. 

Ming reports that the Public Utilities Commission 
offers funds for assistance with energy payments in 
the winter. 

Chhevi asks for clarification on how to apply for the 
program and then quickly adds, "Hut F think it is only 
supposed to be used in an emergency, so we can’t 
really count on it, I guess." 

As tlie class comes to a close. Professor Roth recon- 
venes the students and reminds them of the upcoming 
due dates for their group papers and in-class presenta- 
tions addressing the question. 1 low has this investiga- 
tion of the working poor affected your understanding 
of the sources of poverty in the I'niled States?" 

This glimpse into an undergraduate classroom reveals a com- 
plex and interactive model of teaching and learning. Profes- 
sor Roth, a teacher for over nine years, has not always taught 
this way. At one time, her instructional methods included 
lecturing, some discussion, and presentations by individual 
students. Although her style of teaching today still includes 
lecturing, she now incorporates opportunities for group proj- 
ects that require students to translate the concepts they have 
been learning in class into real-world exercises. The students 
participating in the working-poor exercise contextualize what 
they have learned about poverty, unemployment, social ser- 
vices. and social policy. By collaborating, challenging each 
other s ideas, and sharing ownership of the task, students 
make meaning of course concepts. Clearly, in this classroom, 
learning is not a passiv e operation but can be more accu- 
rately described as active and purposeful. This section de- 
scribes how learning within such an environment can be 
understood from a social constructivist framework. 

Theories of cognitive learning that emphasize the active 
role of learners in building and interpreting their own un- 
derstanding of reality are considered constructivist (J. Brooks 
and Brooks 1993; Driscoll 199 t; Steffe and Gale 1993). A 
constructivist view of learning rests on the assumption that 
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knowledge is constructed by learners as they attempt to 
make sense of their environments (see, e.g., Lave 1988; 
Piaget 1970; Steffe and Gale 1995; von Glaserfeld 1995). The 
notion that learners must interpret and transform complex 
information if they are to understand it is the essence of 
constructivism. The metaphor of carpentry or architecture 
can be used to portray constructivism’s emphasis on a dy- 
namic process of developing understanding through build- 
ing, shaping, and configuring meaning (Spivey 1995). The 
learner actively builds knowledge. Learning is the result of 
ongoing modifications in our mental frameworks as we at- 
tempt to make meaning out of our experiences. As a theory, 
constructivism is based on the belief that learning is brought 
about as a process of active, individual construction of 
knowledge. 

This section explores the principles of the emergent con- 
structivist theory of learning, beginning with a presentation of 
the philosophical and psychological perspectives on knowl- 
edge and learning that are the underpinnings of construc- 
tivism. It continues with a discussion of the implications of 
constructivist theories for teaching and learning in the class- 
room. Given the social nature of classroom learning, the sec- 
tion clalx^rates on the social constructivists’ assertion that 
learners arrive at what they know mainly through participat- 
ing in the stx'ial practice of the classrcx>m and through course 
projects and assignments. Finally, it suggests approaches to 
teaching and learning in the college classroom that reflect the 
perspectives of social constructivism, and demonstrates the 
application of social constructivism by discussing the teach- 
ing practices of collaborative and problem-based learning. 

Constructivist Views of Knowledge and Learning 

Constructivist approaches emphasize learners’ actively con- 
structing their own knowledge rather than passively receiv- 
ing information transmitted to them from teachers and text- 
books. From a constructivist perspective, knowledge cannot 
simply be given to students: Students must construct their 
own meanings. Constructiv ism is most often associated with 
the respective psychological and philosophical work of the- 
orists such as Jean Piaget, Jerome Bruner, Ernst von Glaser- 
feld, and Lev Vygotsky (Fosnot 1996). This work has impli- 
cations for students’ learning and has profound implications 
for teaching and learning in college. 
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Constructivism’s emphasis on students' active role in the 
construction of their own learning is consonant with the pop- 
ular teaching approach “student-centered learning” (Prawat 

1992) . This view, which moves the locus of the learning ac- 
tivity away from the teacher and toward the student, has 
prompted many of the current reforms in education to em- 
phasize classrooms where the teacher helps students discover 
meaning. In these classrooms, the instructor's role is typically 
characterized as facilitating students' investigations and stimu- 
lating reflection (Cobb 1994b). Like student-centered teach- 
ing, constructivist approaches grant more importance to con- 
structing learner-generated solutions through problem solving 
than to memorizing procedures and using them to derive the 
correct answers (Slavin 1997). Student-centered approaches 
are consistent with constructivism in the value placed on the 
learners’ points of view and on the development of meaning- 
ful constructions of learning. Although this approach may 
seem fresh, the best educators have always known and ap- 
plied the concepts of constructivism, but they have done so 
informally, without the guidance of an official theory of in- 
struction (von Glascrfeld 1993). 

Versions of Constructivism 

Views that knowledge is simply transmitted to students and 
that learning is merely a function of rote memorization and 
drilling inadequately represent the complexity of learning in 
classrooms (J. Brooks and Brooks 1993). Recently, construc- 
tivist views of learning have emerged as alternatives to the 
traditional behaviorist approaches in education (Malone and 
Taylor 1993). Although behaviorism continues to influence 
many aspects of education, including classroom management 
and instructional objectives, constructivism represents a sig- 
nificant step beyond behaviorism (J. Brooks and Brooks 
1993: lTnest 1993; Prichard and Sawyer 1994; Steffe and Gale 

1993) . In fact, constructiv ism is probably the most current 
theory in the psychology of learning (Fosnot 1996). 

At present, the constructivist approach in education repre- 
sents a collection of similar approaches rather than a single 
unified theory ( Finest 1993; Phillip: 1993; Prawat and Flo- 
den 199 0. Although the approaches stem from similar views 
about learning, the word “constructivism” senes as a .sum- 
mary label that conceals myriad complex differences and 
diverse arguments among its variations. Some of the forms 
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subsumed under the banner include radical constructivism 
(e.g., von Glaserfeld), social constructionism (e.g.. Gergen), 
sociocultural approaches (e.g.. Bruner), and social construc- 
tivism (e.g., Vygotsky). 

Each constructivist approach has its own perspectives 
about how to facilitate the construction of knowledge, but all 
share some common beliefs, suggest related perspectives on 
learning, and contribute to instructional practice. Although 
most variants of constructivism emphasize that learning is a 
process of the active construction of meaning, they differ in 
the degree to which the learner is viewed as active and in the 
nature and influence of social interaction in the process of 
constructing knowledge (Confrey 1995). For example, con- 
structivist theories influenced by Piaget primarily focus on an 
individual's cognitive processes with little emphasis on the con- 
text in which individuals function. Vygotsky's influence ex- 
panded the focus to include greater recognition of the social 
influences through which contexts, knowledge, and meanings 
in everyday life are interpreted, constructed, and reconstructed 
(Das Gupta and Richardson 1995: Driscoll 199-t). Similar to the 
approach to learning outlined by Piaget, this approach also em- 
phasizes the role of experience in the construction of knowl- 
edge. but Vygotsky’s work places greater emphasis on the role 
that language, dialogue, and shared understanding play in 
learners' constructions. The current debate in education tends 
to center on whether a constructivist approach places primacy 
on the cognizing individual or the sociocultural effects on 
learning (Fosnot 1996). In fact, because of constructivism's em- 
phasis on each person's construction of knowledge for himself 
or herself, it has been charged with ignoring the role of social 
interaction in learning. 



Social Constructivism’s Views of 
Knowledge and Learning 

Social constructivism is the perspective guiding the movement 
iii education to expand the focus beyond the cognizing indi- 
vidual and to place learning squarely in a dynamic social con- 
text (Confrey 1995: Ernest 1995; Prawat and Floden 199*1: 
Vygotsky 19'H). Social constructivists propose a distinct model 
of constructivism in their assertion that knowledge is a social 
product created through the social processes of discussion 
and negotiation (Confrey 1995). Learning and thinking are 
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situated in social contexts rather than occurring solely in an 
individual's mind. Social constructivists stress the social nature 
of knowledge, maintaining that meaningful social exchanges 
between individuals are the primary sources of cognitive 
growth and construction of knowledge. The essence of the 
shared experience is "a dialectical interplay of many minds, 
not just one mind” (Goodman 1986, p. 87). A metaphor for 
social constructivism is “persons in conversation” (Ernest 
1995). Given the social nature of learning in the college class- 
room and the emerging realization of the limitations of theo- 
ries of learning that deal only with an individual’s construction 
of knowledge (Driver, Asoko, Leach, Mortimer, and Scott 
1994; Jaworski 1994; Prawat and Floden 1994), an elaboration 
of the perspective of social constructivism on knowledge and 
approach to learning is warranted. 

The social constructivist school of thought argues that all 
knowledge is culturally mediated and is constructed through 
the process of negotiation within discourse communities (Con- 
frey 1995; Das Gupta and Richardson 1995; Ernest 1995; Mar- 
shall 1992). The construction of knowledge works best when 
knowledge is understood as culturally negotiated and is influ- 
enced by historical factors, and when learning occurs in social 
settings (Driver et al. 1994; Prawat and Flcxlen 1994). Social 
constructivist thought draws most heavily on the work of Rus- 
sian scholar Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934). who suggested that 
individual meaning develops through language and social in- 
teraction (see Daniels 1996; Moll 1990; Vygotsky 1978, 1986). 
Through the use of language and social interchange, individ- 
ual knowledge can be challenged and new' knowledge con- 
structed. Moreover, the emphasis on social negotiation ac- 
knowledges that individuals share reality and knowledge and. 
most important, are "intersubjectively” constructed (Jaworski 
1 994 ; Lerman 1996). Intersubjectivity refers to the mutual un- 
derstanding that is achieved between people in communica- 
tion (Rogoff 1990). Because social settings, such as class- 
rooms, are sites for the construction of knowledge, inter- 
subjectivity is a function of the time and place and the goals 
of the activity and the students (Lerman 1996). For example, 
the undergraduate classroom described at the beginning of 
this section demonstrates the w'ay intersubjectivity develops 
through discussion and, ultimately, the creation of a mutual 
understanding of the task and of the concepts relevant to 
the project. 
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Social constructivism involves certain key features (Jawor- 
ski 1994): 

• Active construction of knowledge based on experience with 
and previous knowledge of the physical and social worlds: 

• An emphasis on the influence of human culture, where 
individuals construct the rules and conventions of the use 
of language; 

• Recognition of the social construction of knowledge 
through dialogue; 

• Emphasis on the intersubjective construction of knowl- 
edge, in that knowledge is socially negotiated between 
significant others who are able to share meanings and 
social perspectives of a common lifeirorld* 

According to Vygotsky, the w'orld is a complicated place 
to understand because what is known is culturally negoti- 
ated; that is, what is known about rules and belief systems, 
what exists, and what is valued are all socially constructed. 
Understanding becomes deeper and more complex with the 
opportunity to witness other minds at work and under the 
pressure of making sense of the challenges and differing 
versions of knowledge offered by others. This view confirms 
the critical role of others, particularly more skilled members 
of the culture, to facilitate the learners appropriation of cul- 
tural understanding (Driver et al. 1994; Lave 1988). 

“Know ledge and understanding are constructed when 
individuals engage socially in talk and activity about shared 
problems and tasks" (Driver et al. 1994. p. 7). Learning is 
conceived of as a dialogic process in which the teacher pro- 
vides the appropriate experiential evidence and introduction 
to the conventions of the field to guide students* learning. 
This dialogic process and guided introduction drive cogni- 
tive development. A vivid conceptualization of the signifi- 
cance of social interaction in cognitive development is a 
proposal to relocate cognition from psychology, where the 
focus is on the individual, to social anthropology, which is 
in fact a study of a complex social phenomenon (Lave 
1988). This proposal clearly extends Vygotsky's emphasis on 
the social by asserting that learning is a process of integra- 
tion into a community of practice. This view suggests, for 

*Sfe Ik’rger ;md l.urkmimn l l X»(> for a discussion ol ihc wort I "I iff world.' 



Understand 
ing becomes 
deeper and 
more com- 
plex with 
the oppor- 
tunity to 
witness 
other minds 
at work 
and under 
the 

pressure of 
making 
sense of the 
challenges 
and differ- 
ing versions 
of knowl- 
edge 

offered by 
others. 



Creating /.earning G entered Classrooms 



49 






example, that for students of history and math to learn these 
subjects, they need more than abstract concepts. They need 
to be exposed to the use of the domain's "conceptual tools" 
and to instructors who, acting as practitioners, use these 
tools to resolve problems within the academic discipline or 
profession. Learning is a process of "enculturation.” The aim 
of the history or mathematics instructor then is to help stu- 
dents appropriate the culture of the discipline. 

Educators employing beliefs of social constructivism are 
distinguished by their efforts to provide learners with the 
conditions that promote socially negotiated knowledge. 
These conditions include: 




• Students* active involvement in the social processes of the 
classroom; 

• Emphasis on the critical role of peers, in particular more 
skilled students, in promoting understanding: 

• Knculturation of students into the community of the par- 
ticular academic discipline or profession: 

• Emphasis on the common construction of knowledge that 
results when students involved in an activity negotiate 
their individual accounts and arrive at some level of 
agreement (which could be regarded as intersubjectivity): 

• Overt use of the sociocultural context to promote learning; 

• Use of relevant situations in which students are called 
upon to resolve dilemmas; and 

• Appreciation of multiple perspectives. 

Many of these conditions are depicted in the undergraduate 
classrcx>m described earlier and are highlighted in the following 
subsection. It is worth noting, however, that discussion about 
and research on social constructivism is rooted in K-12 educa- 
tion and is only beginning to appear at the postsecondary level. 



Toward a Social Constructivist Model 
of the College Classroom 

Social constructivist approaches have influenced current 
thinking in a variety of fields and disciplines, in particular, 
science, mathematics, language, and the humanities. Although 
constructivist and social constructivist approaches have been 
debated and successfully applied in K-12 education, less 
evidence is available that these perspectives have been dis- 
cussed and infused at the postsecondary level (J. Brooks and 
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Brooks 1993; Love and Love 1993). A review of the literature 
on social constructivism in higher education reveals that the 
approach has been employed as a framework for reconceptu- 
alizing the college classroom, emphasizing the importance of 
active learning and social negotiation (Cobb 1994b); recon- 
ceiving interactions between teacher and student, and among 
students (Cross and Steadman 1996; Dimant and Bearison 
1991; Light 1990, 1992); and demonstrating the ideas behind 
such teaching practices as collaborative and problem-based 
learning (B. Smith and MacGregor 1992). Researchers and 
some educators in particular disciplines (for example, compo- 
sition, science, and mathematics) have focused more exten- 
sively than others on exploring constructivism and social 
constructivism as perspectives of how college students learn. 

In part, some of the impetus for the adoption of social 
constructivist approaches in college classrooms is rooted in 
the national call to change how and what is taught in college 
(Chickering and Gamson 1987; Prichard and Sawyer 1994; 
Wingspread Group 1993). Current modifications include the 
transition from traditional 50-minute, content-driven lecture 
classes where passive students , re isolated from one another 
and the instructor to classes where students must talk about 
what they are learning, relate it to past experiences, apply it 
to authentic problems, collaborate with their peers, actively 
construct their own meaning, and incorporate the diverse 
perspectives of others (Barr and Tagg 1995; Meyers and 
Jones 1993; Prichard and Sawyer 1994). Social constructivist 
approaches can be useful as general orienting frameworks 
within which to address these transformations. 

Application of the social constructivist perspective in the 
college classroom leads to models where teaching and learn- 
ing are portrayed as social exchanges between teachers and 
students and among students (Billson and Tiberius 1991; Dris- 
coll 1994; Prawat and Floden 1994). The class, for example, is 
seen as a group or team engaging in group activities in the col- 
lege classroom (Billson and Tiberius 1991; Michaelson 1994). 
Learning is cooperative and teaching facilitates the group's 
learning rather than being a one-way transmission of knowl- 
edge. Social interaction and participation in the social context 
of the college classroom are important in promoting learning 
(Burning 1994). 

Other perspectives of the college classroom (see, e.g., 
Driver el al. 1994 and Jaworski 1994) stress social construc- 
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tivism's conception of learning as enculturation into the com- 
munity of a particular academic discipline or profession, as- 
serting that classroom learning must focus on the kinds of 
social engagements that enable students to participate in the 
cultural practices of the discipline (Driver et al. 1994). These 
descriptions emphasize the notion that students in mathemat- 
ics must acquire the language and concepts of the community- 
of mathematicians (Lerman 1996). The descriptions of learning 
as initiation into a discipline's ways of knowing indicate the 
role that faculty play in helping learners mediate knowledge, 
make personal sense of the ways knowledge is generated, and 
ultimately become enculturated into a disciplinary community. 

Using real problems for students to solve helps them to 
understand complex conceptual theories (Jaworski 199a: 
Prawat 1992). The use of authentic tasks, or “situated learn- 
ing" (J. Brown. Collins, and Duguid 1989). is advocated in a 
work on collaborative design among engineering students 
(Gay and Grosz-Ngate 199a). which asserts that collaborative 
student groups, working on authentic computer-based engi- 
neering problems, not only learned the concepts under dis- 
cussion but also experienced how engineering projects are 
conducted in the workplace. Situated learning is consonant 
with social constructivism’s focus on the overt use of socio- 
cultural context and relevant situations to promote learning. 

Expanding on the idea of situating learning in a sociocul- 
tural context is the social constructivist principle of locating 
learning in the context of reality. Based on her work in math- 
ematics. one author advocates beginning with real problems 
and then letting students use their existing knowledge of the 
world coupled with the application of complex conceptual 
theories and ideas learned in class and through textbooks to 
solve these problems (Jaworski 1994). The emphasis on a 
realistic task is evident in the example of the undergraduate 
sociology class earlier in this section. Professor Roth deliber- 
ately uses the social and local context by assigning students 
an activity, situated in proximal cities, that requires them to 
go out into the community to find information about such 
issues as housing regulations and public utilities. In the pro- 
cess of addressing the needs of a specific family in a particu- 
lar context, the students further their understanding of such 
concepts as “working poor" and “unemployment." Such con- 
cepts are progressively developed through the students’ in- 
volvement in an assigned activity situated in reality. 
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The acceptance and incorporation of teaching practices 
like collaborative and problem-based learning in college 
classrooms provide evidence of the application of social 
constructivism in higher education. Because of its emphasis 
on the positive interdependence among students and the 
communal construction of knowledge in groups, collabora- 
tive learning expounds on the social and intersubjective 
construction of knowledge associated with social construc- 
tivism (see, e.g., Bruffee 1993; MacGregor 1990; Wren and 
Harris-Schmidt 1991). Again, the study of students participat- 
ing in a collaborative engineering design project examines 
how the students solved design problems by sharing infor- 
mation and coordinating their activities; providing students 
with an "authentic experience" ena >!es their socialization 
into a community of practice (Gay and Grosz-Ngate 199 t). 
Problem-based learning approaches highlight social con- 
structivism's emphasis on the resolution of dilemmas and the 
construction of knowledge through mediation and negotia- 
tion with others (Barrows 1996; Gijselaers 1996). 

Through the process of social interchange, something shared 
by learners can grow in the college classroom. This shared 
sense of what is known can he considered “common" or "inter- 
subjective" knowledge. The literature regarding the promotion 
of intersubjectivity among students and lx?t\veen the teacher 
and students suggests the need for a variety of conditions in 
the college classroom. One condition relates to the interaction 
Ixtween students and teacher. Faculty members should strive 
to share authority and reduce the subjective differences be- 
tween teacher and students, participate in group discussions 
and projects with the students, prompt students, encourage the 
free exchange of ideas without one or two people dominating 
the conversation, encourage positive group dynamics, teach 
students how to share tasks, and attend to any problems that 
may crop up in the group (Jaworski 199*1; Lcrman 1996). In 
essence, a new conception of the interaction between teacher 
and students and among students needs to he created. 

The interaction between instructor and students 
in the social constructivist classroom 

Vygotsky emphasized the role of the teacher in the educa- 
tive process. Mis concept of “the zone of proximal develop- 
ment” provides some measure of the learner s development 
as related to instruction offered. The zone of proximal de- 
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velopment is defined as the distance between the learner's 
current level of independent problem solving and what he 
or she is able to do with adult guidance (Jaworski 1994). 
Vygotsky suggested that with appropriate instruction, a 
learner could potentially reach higher conceptual levels than 
what might be achieved without instruction. 

A conception of the interaction between teacher and stu- 
dents in the science classroom is one where the teacher works 
to shape the learners' understanding toward culturally ac- 
cepted knowledge of science (Driver 1995). With the teacher 
serving as mediator and guide, students are introduced to the 
concepts, models, and conventions of the scientific commu- 
nity. Because the nature of scientL' . knowledge is socially 
constructed, students must be “initiated into scientific ways of 
knowing'* to learn science (Driver et al. 1994, p. 6) In a social 
constructivist college classroom, the faculty member provides 
appropriate experiential evidence and introduces the conven- 
tions of the field to guide students' learning. 

This guided interaction between students and teacher is 
consistent with the concept of “cognitive apprenticeship" (J. 
Brown, Collins, and Duguid 1989). Cognitive apprenticeship 
refers to the process whereby a learner gradually acquires 
expertise through the process of working closely with an 
expert who provides a model and gradually socializes the 
student into the culture of the profession or field (Gardner 
- 1991). In higher education, the apprenticeship model is com- 
monly employed in academic programs such as teacher edu- 
cation. medicine, business, and engineering (see, e.g., Stinson 
and Miltner 1996). Modifications to the traditional “master- 
apprentice" relationship, however, have evolved into a model 
where learning is given structure by understanding the social 
practices of the discipline or profession (Garrison 1995). This 
focus on socialization into a community of practice is signifi- 
cant, because it emphasizes the broad social context of learn- 
ing. Variations on apprenticeships, including internships and 
experiential education, are also suggested by social construc- 
tivism's emphasis on learners' guided introduction to the so- 
cially accepted knowledge of the field. 



The interaction among students in the 
social constt'uctivist classroom 

The intellectual skills learners acquire are directly related to 
how they interact with other learners (Moll 1990; Vygotsky 
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1978). As learners collaborate, they internalize and transform 
the' assistance they receive from others, connect new ideas to 
prior knowledge, and eventually use these same means of 
guidance to direct their future constructions. Social construc- 
tivism supports the use of peer learning techniques: Through 
talking with each other, students more easily discover and 
construct interpretations of the concepts. For example, the 
undergraduate sociology class described at the beginning of 
this section portrays the occurrence of learning through inter- 
action with peers. The four students shared ideas and con- 
ceptions of their task, and jointly tried to make sense of the 
new information they had gathered. Research on college 
students suggests that the student-student interactions charac- 
teristic of peer learning groups support students’ gains in 
achievement (Cross and Steadman 1996). 

Supporters of Vygotsky's view stressing the role of the 
more knowledgeable other in facilitating learning advocate 
the practice of pairing more competent students with less 
competent ones to induce learning (Driscoll 1994). This view 
is in keeping with Vygotsky's description of a learner's zone 
of proximal development in that the more advanced student 
can help promote his or her peer’s progress to the next level 
of understanding. For cognitive growth to occur in the inter- 
action among peers, one partner should be “more capable" 
(Rogoff 1990. p. 148), which is consonant with the notion of 
“scaffolding" in which the instructor or more advanced peer 
functions as a support extending the learner’s range as he or 
she constructs knowledge. This approach was supported in a 
study indicating that when college students were paired with 
a more advanced peer, both students benefited (Dimant and 
Bearison 1991). The “mismatched" pairs used more planning 
strategies, reasoned out loud, and interacted more frequently 
than the students paired with a peer at a similar level. Nu- 
merous other researchers, however, indicate that both hetero- 
geneous and homogeneous groups of students have mixed 
effects on students' learning (see, e.g., Blumenfeld. Marx, 
Soloway. and Krajcik 1996; Cooper 1995; Lou, Abrami, 
Spence, Foulsen. Chambers, and d’Apollonia 1996: McNeill 
and Payne 1996: Slavin 1995). 

Collaborative Learning and Problem-Based Learning 

Current teaching practices that foster social interaction and 
the co-const ruction of knowledge include collaborative learn- 
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ing and problem-based learning. Although these approaches 
were not derived from social constructivism or are not new 
to higher education, they highlight the ways that principles 
of social constructivism can be applied to the college class- 
room. The practices outlined in the following paragraphs are 
complementary in that problem-based instruction usually 
takes place in collaborative learning situations. 

The widespread adoption of collaborative learning, a pro- 
cess in which the ongoing exchange among students serv es a 
central educational function ( Bn if fee 1993). offers one piece 
of pedagogical evidence that social constructivism can be suc- 
cessfully embraced by education. Collaborative learning pro- 
motes the communal construction of interpretation and un- 
derstanding through a process of critical engagement with 
and the incorporation of the views of others. The undergradu- 
ate classroom described at the beginning of this section offers 
a glimpse of collaborative learning. Traces of the influence of 
the collaborative format on these students' ability to link what 
is known to them to what is becoming known can be seen 
during their discussion about an opportunity for employment 
for the family wage earner in their project. Through group 
discussion, the students gathered what is known, took in and 
considered the new information and ideas shared by others 
(such as the information about health benefits and the new 
concern about transportation), and then const meted a new 
understanding about important factors to consider in their 
decision about employment. In this case, the experience of 
hearing others' ideas and receiving immediate feedback on 
proposed solutions stimulated group members' understand- 
ing. A successful collaborative project includes positiv e inter- 
dependence among the students, a produc t to which every- 
one contributes, and a sense of commitment and responsi- 
bility to the group's preparation, process, and product (Mac- 
Gregor 1990). Collaborative learning elaborates on social 
constructivism's emphasis on social interaction and the com- 
munal construction of learning. Moreov er, the intcrsubjectivily 
essential to effective collaborative learning implies a shared 
sense of pow er and authority, w here inequality among stu- 
dents resides only in their respective understandings. 

In a break from traditional medical education, with its 
focus on memorization, fragmentation, and lack of attention 
to the leaching of problem solving, medical schools in the 
mid-19 T Us began adopting problem-based curricula (Harrows 




1996). Practical problem solving became recognized as a cru- 
cial way to prepare physicians for the demands of profes- 
sional practice. In problem-based learning, problems serve as 
the springboard for learning. Problems range from a single 
phenomenon in need of an explanation to a complex simu- 
lation or a real situation. Instruction in problem-based learn- 
ing typically begins by introducing students to disciplinary 
knowledge and then assigning a problem to promote the 
use of that knowledge. Working in small groups with the as- 
sistance of a faculty tutor, students generate questions, ex- 
change ideas, and construct meaning. The faculty tutor 
coaches the group by providing support to facilitate stu- 
dents' productive interaction, by asking questions and moni- 
toring the problem solving, and by helping students identify 
knowledge needed to resolve the problem (Gijselaers 1996; 
Svinicki. Hagen, and Meyer 1996). Following its success in 
medical schools, pruhlem-lxised learning caught on in other 
areas of education and professional schools and in other 
college courses. 

Problem-based learning is grounded in constructivist the- 
ories of learning (Gijselaers 1996). Its use of social and con- 
textual factors to influence learning, however — the emphasis 
on social interaction among students and instructor by ex- 
pressing ideas, sharing responsibility, and seeking different 
views on a problem — aligns it more closely with social con- 
structivism. The undergraduate classroom described earlier 
offers a sense of problem-based learning in that the students 
are learning about course subject matter by tackling real 
problems in a social context. In attempting to understand 
the problem, the* students must work together, discussing, 
comparing, reviewing, and debating what they have learned. 
The goal is to stimulate students to use their knowledge to 
solve meaningful, real-world problems. 

Problem-based learning has captured the interest of faculty 
members in a variety of courses and fields, including under- 
graduate science classes, master’s-level business courses, lead- 
ership education, and engineering classes (Wilkerson and 
Gijselaers 1996). Problem-based learning extends the use of 
technology and multimedia as the basis for solving problems, 
and provides new ways for involving students in large lecture 
classes (Allen, Duch. and Groli 1996). Problem-based learning 
is valued becau.se it actively involves students in constructing 
knowledge and developing skills in using that knowledge for 
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analyzing problems and negotiating in a collaborative learn- 
ing environment (Margetson 1994; Wilkerson and Gijselaers 
1996). And problem-based learning encourages students to 
actively participate and question in class. 

Dilemmas Associated with Social Constructivism 

The transition to social constructivist instructional piactices, 
such as collaborative learning and problem-based learning, 
can be difficult for both teachers and students. The role of the 
faculty member differs in social constructivist approaches 
from that of the traditional classroom. The faculty member 
spends far less time in front of the class lecturing and transfer- 
ring information to students. Rather, the role becomes one of 
facilitator and coach. Because most students have progressed 
through a typical educational system where knowledge is 
taught through lectures, and have relied on memorization and 
regurgitation on multiple-choice or essay examinations to dem- 
onstrate their learning, it is not surprising that students feel 
threatened or express frustration when they encounter social 
constructivist approaches. Statements from students, such as 
“How are we supposed to do this?” and "If you would only 
tell us what you want, well do it,” can be expected. The new 
style can be particularly difficult for students who have per- 
formed well in structured learning environments. Moreover, 
the developmental levels of first- and second-year college 
students may limit their receptivity to instructional practices 
where they are expected to learn from their peers rather than 
from the teacher. 

Education under the rubric of social constructivism, which 
actively considers the cultural and social context of cognitive 
development, raises important questions about how race and 
gender mediate learning. For example, given social construc- 
tivism’s active consideration of students' previous experi- 
ences in relation to how they construct meaning, it is impor- 
tant for faculty to recognize students’ varied backgrounds 
and to appreciate different ways of knowing. Social construc- 
tivism supports one of the foundational tenets of multicultur- 
alism through its emphasis on the importance of learners* 
sharing and valuing each other's perspectives. Critics of so- 
cial constructivism are quick to point out, however, the ap- 
proach's lack of attention to notions of power. Because peo- 
ple with power tend to be more active in the construction 
of knowledge, they exert greater influence in what is eon- 



strutted (Garrison 199S). Although educators are wise to 
examine the concept of power in the classroom, at the least 
social constructivism offers a framework in which to desta- 
bilize some of the traditional ways power operates in the 
classroom, recasting the conventional role of student and 
instructor. The instructor is characterized as coordinator and 
facilitator, and students’ role in the classroom is enhanced 
in that they are increasingly involved in shaping and direct- 
ing learning. These reconceptions can help diffuse authority 
in the classroom, particularly if the in-.tructor is able to mod- 
erate interaction among students to equalize participation 
and reduce dominance by one or two students. 

Conclusions 

This section has explored an emerging theory in education, 
social constructivism. Social constructivists stress the social 
nature of knowledge, maintaining that meaningful social ex- 
changes between students and faculty are the primary sources 
of learning. By exploring the kinds of instructional practices 
that would be favored by social constructivism, including 
collaborative learning and problem-based learning, a frame- 
work is offered for understanding and conceiving of new 
ways to facilitate active learning in the college classroom. 
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FREERE’S THEORY OF CONSCIENTIZATION 



Twenty- eight Chicano, African-American, and white c 
working-class students arrive at an urban community 
college the first day of their English literature class 
expecting to once again experience a curriculum dis- 
tant from their own knowledge gained on the streets. 
The students enter the classroom and file into rows of 
seats that face the front of the room. The classroom is 
quiet and intellectual curiosity absent as students open 
their notebooks in preparation for taking copious notes 
on Professor Denton’s lecture. 

Six weeks later, the students enter the same class- 
room and immediately gather in small groups. The 
room is filled with noise and movement, and it is diffi- 
cult to locate Professor Denton amid the activity. In one 
of the small groups, four Chicanas are engaged in a 
lively dialogue about Over the try Walls: The Educa- 
tional Mobility of Low-Income Chicanes (Gandara 1995 ). 

Jessica: This book talks about what “went right." It 
talks about Chicano lawyers and doctors and. . . . 

Maria: There aren’t hundreds of Chicano lawyers in 
my neighborhood! I don’t know where the Chicanos 
Gandara talks about live. I can hardly scrape up the 
loans for community college, but I'm sure the govern- 
ment will keep pouring out the funds lor medical school. 

Yvonne: Yeah, and the money for child care for lose 
while you study and go to school. 

(Professor Denton sits down in this group, but the 
discussion continues uninterrupted and the students do 
not focus on the new' mem ' ?r of the group.] 

Maria: And so what does this mean anyway? That if 
I didn't have the right parents, or happen into a white 
school, or — that it’s my fault if I don’t succeed? Most of 
my friends are working fast food, or in the factories, or 
taking care of their kids. Does this mean it’s their fault 
for not being as “successful” as these Chicanos? 

Ana: Can we focus back on Gandara? It doesn’t 
really matter if we are leading a different life. Yeah, 
you’re right. I’ve got kids to feed and bills to pay and a 
job to go to. So can we finish this assignment so we 
can get on with it? 

The dialogue continues as the professor encourages 
students to identify and name the multiple issues that 
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have been raised. Themes emerge that are based in the 
reality of the students’ lives: ‘blaming the victim” for lack 
of educational attainment, biculturalism, gender differ- 
ences among Chieanos, teenage pregnancy and child 
care, poverty in the Chicane community, and defining 
“success.” As the students talk with each other and read, 
they learn that many aspects of these problems are 
rooted in the social realm, and they increasingly see 
how their personal stories around these themes fit into 
the larger socioeconomic, cultural, and political context. 

The professor guides the students in their search for 
other readings that bridge the distance between stu- 
dents* lives and society. 

Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator world renowned for his 
pedagogic theories, offers insights into learning theory that 
can inform our practice. Freire's teachings are most often 
associated with education in nonindustriaiized countries, 
where they have been instrumental in many of the literacy 
campaigns conducted during recent decades in Latin America 
and Africa. Educators arc increasingly recognizing the appli- 
cability of Freire's ideas to educational practices in industrial- 

i/.ed countries, however, and applying Freire's perspectives 

on learning to both formal and informal education in the 
I’nited States (Best 1990: Faltis 1990). Paulo Freire believes 
that all persons can discover their ability to learn and acquire 
knowledge. Central to his beliefs about learning, summarized 
in Pedagogy of the Oppressed ( 1970b). are: 

• Democratic dialogue in the classroom 

• A curriculum situated in the learner s reality 

• Participator)' teaching formats 

• Student-centered learning. 



This section describes central concepts of Freire's philoso- 
phies and methodologies regarding learning, using practical 
examples that relate to the case study. It begins with a brief 
discussion about the nature of Freirian pedagogy, addressing 
three fundamental components of f reire's theories of learn- 
ing: views regarding learning and the acquisition of knowl- 
edge, the purpose of education, and relationships between 
teacher and students. These concepts form a student-centered 
framework within which critical and problem-posing peda- 
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gogy can occur in the academic classroom. The section con- 
cludes with a review of the literature 017 the applications of 
Fre ire’s theory to learning in the college classroom. 

The case study illuminates two very different learning envi- 
ronments within the academic classroom — a more traditional 
“factory model” classroom on the first day and an active, en- 
gaged, democratic environment in the traditional classroom 
setting six weeks later. How did the transition between these 
two academic learning environments take place? Educators 
observing the classroom might note aspects of collaborative 
learning techniques, problem-based curricula, and student- 
centered learning. But the transition did not result simply from 
carefully applied methods or the latest teaching practices. I's- 
ing Freirian pedagogy as a theoretical foundation requires not 
just new methods applied to the college classroom, but also a 
different wa) of viewing knowledge, the purpose of educa- 
tion, and relationships between teachers and students. 

More Than a Teaching Method 

Often educators say they are using Freirian teaching methods 
in the classroom. Freires ideas, however, are not simply a 
teaching method (Giroux 1993). "Nothing can be (farther] from 
Freires intention than to conflate his use of the term pedagogy 
with the traditional notion of teaching. For he means to offer a 
system in which the locus of the learning process is shifted 
from the teacher to the student" (Aronowitz 1993. p. B). Rather. 
Freirian pedagogy necessitates a shift toward student-centered 
learning, including a democratic and transformative relation- 
ship between students and teacher, students and learning, and 
students and society, further. Freirian pedagogy requires chal- 
lenging traditional beliefs about what constitutes knowledge 
and w hat it means to know. 

Freirian pedagogy requires instructors to examine their 
views regarding learning, the acquisition of knowledge, and 
the purpose of education; transform relationships between 
teachers and students; and reconsider auricular content (Freire 
I9 7 0b). Applying Freirian "methods” without these concomi- 
tant changes co-opts these methods and results in ends similar 
to those of traditional teaching methods. For example, stu- 
dents’ beliefs that they have no “legitimate” knowledge to 
share with others may be reinforced. 

Moreover, both content and methods must be considered 
in developing this critical, libcratory pedagogy. “Emanci- 
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patory content presented in a nonliberatory way reduces 
critical insights to empty words that cannot challenge stu- 
dents' taken-for-granted reality and cannot inspire commit- 
ment to radical change" (Frankenstein 1983. p. 318). Like- 
wise, although humanistic methods without critical content 
may make students “feel good," the methods alone cannot 
help students become subjects capable of using critical 
knowledge to transform the world (Frankenstein 1983). 

Learning and the Acquisition of Knowledge 
ne banking concept of learning 

On the first day of class, the students in the case study file 
into the rows of chairs expec ting to passively take notes from 
Professor Denton. These students, like most of those entering 
institutions of higher education, come from elementary and 
secondary education systems where students often partici- 
pate little in the learning process (Love and Love 1995). I'n- 
fortunately. higher education often continues this tradition of 
nonparticipation in which the transmission of knowledge is 
unidirectional through practices such as whole-group instruc- 
tion. instructor-dominated lectures, students sitting passively 
in the classroom with an instructor viewed as the source of 
knowledge, and a focus on the development of basic skills, 
"('his dominant model of learning, or the "banking theory" of 
education (Freire 1970b). views students as empty recepta- 
cles into which teachers deposit knowledge. 



The Freirian concept of learning 

This prevalent theory of education is an authoritarian fonn of 
education that limits students' creative powers for critical 
thought, resulting in students who are passive, dependent, 
alienated, and hopeless as they accept the "received view" 
fatalistically as "known reality" (Freire lyob). In addition, the 
traditional banking concept of education assumes that students' 
cognitive structures are such that the simple exposure to well- 
formulated knowledge is effective. Curricula are subsequently 
broken down into specialized tasks to be taught individually 
and sequentially (for example, drill students in grammar to 
sharpen their writing skills). This behavioristic approach to 
education decontextualizes knowledge (Giroux 1993). 

In contrast to the banking concept of education. Freire 
( l yob) views learning as socially constructed, situated 
within a sociohistorical context, nonpositivist ic, and an ac- 
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live process. The* case study at the beginning of this section 
illustrates a Freirian view of learning and the acquisition of 
knowledge. A nonpositivistic approach to knowledge is evi- 
dent as students socially construct know ledge in the class- 
room through dialogue, interaction, critical reflection, and 
action. Within the framework of Freirian pedagogy, learning 
is viewed as an active process that involves transformation; 
“to learn is to re-create the way we see ourselves, our edu- 
cation, and our society" (Shor 1993. p. 26). In the case study, 
the professor and the students engage in an active process 
of creating and knowing. Students do not assume that the 
professor will “transmit” a given body of knowledge but 
take an active role in learning by questioning "known real- 
ity" and transforming their self-views and lives. Moreover, 
learning is not decontextualized but remains situated in the 
students' reality. For example, instead of honing writing 
skills through drills, students learn to examine critically, 
critique, and write while examining problems relevant to 
their lives. Students connect readings to their personal sto- 
ries and through critical dialogue fit these stories within a 
larger sociohistorical context. 

Conscientization 

At the core of Freire's educational philosophy (1970b) is his 
theory of conscientization. Conscientization refers to the pro- 
cess through which students achieve a deepening awareness 
of tlie sociocultural reality that shapes their lives and of their 
capacity to transform that reality through action upon it (Freire 
1970a. 1970b). Learning begins with the present level of con- 
sciousness as manifested in students' language, self-concept, 
world view, and present liv ing conditions. Conscientization 
has four levels: 

1. In t rat isit ii v cotiscioi tsttess: People are preoccupied with 
their most elementary needs and have little or no com- 
prehension of their sociocultural situations. 

2. Semiintratisitivity or magical consciousness: People take 
the facts of their sociocultural situations as “givens." They 
are characterized by low self-efficacy and an external 
locus of control. 

3. A airc, semilransilirc consciousness, or fxtfnt la r conscious- 
ness: A serious questioning begins at a primitive level. 
People begin to sense that they have some control 
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over their lives, and silence is less characteristic of 
this level. 

-l Critical consciousness: People at this level deeply and 
critically interpret problems, exhibit self-confidence in 
discussions, and take action as part of their refusal to 
shirk responsibility. Discourse is dialogical at this level. 
People who think holistically and critically about their 
conditions reflect this highest level of thought and ac- 
tion. Critical consciousness is not the result of intellec- 
tual effort alone. Rather, critical consciousness results 
through praxis, or the authentic union of action and 
reflection. 

The case study helps illustrate how college students may- 
be at different levels of conseicntization. For example, the 
dialogue among the four Chicanas appears to show the major- 
ity of these students at the level of semi intransitivism or magi- 
cal consciousness. These women generally view their socio- 
cultural situation as a “given." sensing that they do not have 
much control over their lives. Intransitive consciousness ap- 
pears to more accurately describe Ana's present level of con- 
sciousness, however: She is preoccupied with her basic needs. 

As the dialogue continues throughout the semester, these 
women's learning processes might bring them through v ari- 
ous levels of conscientjzation. For example. Maria might in- 
creasingly engage in a critical questioning of her reality, lead- 
ing to a deepening awareness of her sociocultural situation 
that is characteristic of naive (semitransitive) consciousness. 
Further, as they become more critically conscious of the wav- 
society affects their lives and begin to use writing as a means 
of intervening in their own social environment, these women 
may exhibit critical consciousness. 

Students who reach the level of critical consciousness 
would not only interpret problems critically but also take 
action. 'Phis action is imperative, given the importance of 
praxis to critical consciousness. For example, later in the 
semester Jessica might decide to use a course writing assign- 
ment to write a letter to the editor about “blaming the victim." 
in this case Chicanos, for not attending institutions of higher 
education. She might bring the letter back to the group to 
gain feedback and critical insight before submitting it to the 
newspaper. Or Maria and Yvonne might collaboratively re- 
search the root causes of low educational attainment among 




Chicanos, engage their classmates in dialogue about this 
problem to gain critical insights, and ultimately decide to 
schedule a meeting with the local school board to discuss 
increasing support for the education of Chicanos. And Ana 
might establish a chat room on the Internet to discuss race 
and poverty with others; as she struggles with this issue, she 
might begin to work with low-income high school youth 
through a community mentoring project. 

Although Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Fre ire ISPOb) pre- 
sents learning as a process of moving from one level of 
consciousness to another, a later work acknowledges that 
levels of consciousness often overlap (Freire and Faundez 
1989). The nonlinear characteristics of conscientization have 
been noted in the frequent movement between critical in- 
sight and myth evident in students’ journals (Frankenstein 
1983). Students often maintain strong critical insights in 
some areas of life while simultaneously engaging in a non- 
critical approach to knowledge (Frankenstein 1983). 

The Purpose of Education 

From Freire's perspective (1970b), education's role is to chal- 
lenge inequality and dominant myths rather than socialize 
students into the status quo. Learning is directed toward so- 
cial change and transforming the world, and “true” learning 
empowers students to challenge oppression in their lives. 

Freirian pedagogy «.s often constructed as being “too polit- 
ical” in that the learning process either reinforces or chal- 
lenges existing social forces. Freire argues, however, that all 
forms of education are contextual and political whether or 
not teachers and students are consciously aware of these 
processes. Within the discourse of the classroom, for exam- 
ple. politics is evident in the way teachers and students talk 
to each other, in the questions teachers pose and the themes 
chosen for study, in the freedom (or kick thereof) students 
fee! in questioning the curriculum, and in the silences that 
often surround unorthodox questions in traditional class- 
rooms (Shor 1993). Accordingly, Freire emphasizes the im- 
portance of examining the nature of the knowledge we 
teach and our views of the purpose of education. 

Teacher-Student Relationships 

Learning in the traditional “banking model" classroom often 
involves characteristics suen as one-way transactions and 
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communication, vertical power relationships between educa- 
tors and learners, and prescriptions or directives tor learners 
to follow (Shor 1993). In academic classrooms, students of- 
ten enter class (as did the students in the case study) pre- 
pared to take copious notes from the professor. Moreover, 
students often lack confidence in, or perhaps even con- 
sciousness of, their ability to contribute to the construction 
of knowledge. 

This teacher-student contradiction inherent in traditional 
classrooms should be resolved "bv reconciling the poles of 
the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers 
and students" < F re ire and Fa unde/. 1989, p. 39). In other 
words. ! : re ire's pedagogy calls for a transformative relation- 
ship between students and teacher so that both are co- 
learners or co-investigators in the learning process. As co- 
learners. teachers and students share curricular and other 
classroom-related '■* ;isions. The case study illustrates the 
transformative relationship in several ways: 

• file distinction between the instructor and the students is 
blurred, and the professor cannot easily be located in the 
classroom. 

• Professor Denton joins tb' 1 dialogue in the small group 
but does not become the focal point of the discussion. 

• Professor Denton does not seen to provide answers for 
students or to sene as the authority, but rather provides 
opportunities for students to actively participate in analyz- 
ing their reality. 

• Students share in decisions about readings and projects 
for the course. 

The transformative relationships do not negate Professor 
Denton's knowledge and contribution to the learning pro- 
cess. The instructor maintains a role in group dialogue and 
problem posing, and guides students to other sources of 
useful information. The instructor’s role is redefined as a 
facilitator of learning, however, rather than as the sole pro- 
vider of knowledge. Students are seen as important co- 
contributors who are integral in the construction of knowl- 
edge. Further, the transformative relationship also recon- 
structs professors as co-learners open to learning from and 
with their students. Indeed, teachers should be humble so 
they can grow with the group rather than losing their humil- 
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ity and claiming to direct the group once it is animated and 
actively engaged (Freire 19^1). 

The relationship between teacher and students is trans- 
formed gradually. l 7 or example, in the case study. Professor 
Denton provides some structure at the beginning to meet 
students* expectations. Professor Denton also plays a role in 
helping students to ask questions and become aware of their 
reality. As students become more comfortable with their 
roles as co-learners and more readily share personal experi- 
ences. they begin to ask each other questions and engage in 
critical dialogue, enabling the professor to step back from 
the discussion. 

Problem Posing 

The problem-posing approach to education (Freire 1981: 
Freire and Faundcz 1989) places students* experiences and 
cultural and personal strengths at the core of the curriculum 
and engages students in the critical analysis of problems 
relevant to their everyday lives. “Problematizing" (Graman 
1988) is the identification, recognition, and understanding of 
the significance of problems in relation to students’ lives and 
the lives of others. Subsequently, once students understand 
the significance of a problem, they w ill attack problems and 
develop ways to improve conditions that give rise to them 
(Graman 1988). 

Freire (1981) distinguishes between problem solving and 
problem posing in his discussions of the process of prob- 
lcmatizing reality. Within a problem-solving framework, 
solutions are found for the students and imposed on them. 
Problems are expected to have “correct answers." and stu- 
dents are often presented with solutions rather than encour- 
aged to discuss a range of options and devise strategies to- 
gether. Although the problems presented in the curriculum 
are often based in reality (or at least in the reality of middle- 
class white students), the problem-solving approach still 
places the responsibility for learning on the teacher and 
does not foster conditions that allow students to identify and 
think critically about problems. 

In contrast, problem posing places the identification and 
analysis of troublesome aspects of reality as central to the 
curriculum. The purpose of problem posing is not to find 
solutions for students, but to involve students in searching 
for and creating their own alternatives as a response to think- 




The prob- 
lem-posing 
approach 
to educa- 
tion places 
students 9 
experiences 
and 

cultural 

and 

personal 
strengths at 
the core of 
the curricu- 
lum and 
engages 
students in 
the critical 
analysis of 
problems 
relevant to 
their every- 
day lives . 



(.’ratlini* learning (.entered ( 'lassrnnnis 



G3 



50 





ing critically about reality. The teacher’s role in problem pos- 
ing is to problematic reality for the students so that they 
come to think critically about previously taken- for-granted 
aspects of reality. This process involves listening to students’ 
generative themes, encouraging classroom dialogue in which 
students and teachers can collaborate in demystifying taken- 
for-granted perceptions, and facilitating action based on criti- 
cal reflection. These pans of the process are described as 
three phases of problem-posing methodology: listening, dia- 
logue, and action (Wailerstein 19^3). 

Listening 

Given that Freirian pedagogy grounds academic subjects in 
students' thoughts and language, instructors need to attend 
to students' life and language. In the problem-posing pro- 
cess, instructors listen for students' concerns to develop 
what Freire terms “generative themes” — that is, discussion 
themes arising from students’ daily lives around which con- 
sciousness can be raised. In the case study. Professor Den- 
ton listens to the students' discussion and helps them to 
identify the generative themes that arise from their personal 
reflections about Gandara’s book. Acknowledging and nam- 
ing reality through the identification of generative themes 
(e.g., blaming the victim for Chicanos’ low educational at- 
tainments, teenage pregnancy and child care, and bieultural- 
ism) is a major step toward the development of the students' 
critical consciousness. This problem-posing approach con- 
trasts traditional learning that invents its themes, language, 
and materials from the top down rather than from the bot- 
tom up. 

Dialogue 

Fre ire’s (1970b) conceptions of learning focus on dialogue be- 
tween learners and educators. The basic format of the class is 
dialogue around problems posed by both instructors and stu- 
dents, with instructors guiding the process into deeper phases. 
Class discussions encourage self-reflection and social reflec- 
tion regarding how we talk about issues, how we know what 
we know, how we can learn what we need to know, and 
how the learning process itself is working or not working. 

Using the generative themes, the instructor encourages 
this critical dialogue and helps sustain reflective social inter- 
action. The goal of the dialogue is to “decode" the problem. 



naming, objectifying, and reflecting on the cultural construc- 
tion of students’ reality and what it means. In decoding real- 
ity. students, it is hoped, will come to realize that meaning 
and reality are not static or fixed but that reality is socially 
constructed and can be transformed. 

Some students may be so submerged in a given reality 
that they are unable to detach themselves from their reality 
to treat it as an object of reflection. Instructors might try to 
break the ensuing silence by facilitating reading and critical 
reflection on readings. Such practices might help students to 
gain distance from the concrete immediacies of their every- 
day lives and to increasingly understand how their lives are 
shaped by and in turn can shape the world (Freire 1983). 

For example, the four Chicanas in the case study began by- 
discussing Gandaru's book. Through this dialogue about the 
book, they gained enough distance from their own reality to 
be able to see and name problems from their lives. 

Several educators offer guidelines for decoding a problem 
and moving the discussion from the concrete to the analytic. 
For example, five steps in the process could be to ( 1 ) name 
the problem (describe what students see), (2) define the prob- 
lem(s), (3) elicit similar situations in students' lives. (4) direct 
students to fit their personal stories into the larger socioeco- 
nomic, cultural, or political context, and (5) encourage stu- 
dents to discuss alternatives and solutions (Wallenstein 1983). 
And the “but why?" discussion technique (Werner 1977 ) can 
also help get at cultural, socioeconomic, political, and histori- 
cal root causes by eliciting deeper or different reasons for a 
problem situation. 

Action 

Once students have come to understand the significance of 
problems through authentic analysis and conversation, the 
next step is to develop ways to overcome the problems and 
to improve the conditions that give rise to them (Graman 
1988). Learning is related to action on one's total environ- 
ment (Flias 1974), which happens in this way: 

When dialogue is practiced in the classroom, in a 
Freirian sense, with focus on individual student con- 
cerns, learners are engaged in the process: they assume 
control for learning, and this control, in turn, gener- 
ates the authority permitting them to aU—to transform 
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their immediate academic concerns as well as their 
long-term goals ( Best 1990, p. 13). 




As mentioned, the union of action and reflection is imper- 
ative for critical consciousness. Simply stated, dialogue prompts 
critical reflection, which in turn prompts action. Both are es- 
sential to learning (Wallerstein 1983). Action allows students 
to learn to see themselves as social and political beings, with 
rights to challenge political and sociohistorical institutions 
that shape their reality (Wallerstein 1983). Thus, Freirian ped- 
agogy seeks to empower students to not only take charge 
of their own learning, but also to intervene in their social 
environment. 

Actions resulting from critical analysis and reflection may 
vary considerably (for example, Jessica might write a letter 
to the editor, while Maria and Yvonne might schedule a 
meeting with the local school hoard to discuss increasing 
support for the education of Chicanos). Such actions can be 
integrated formally into the curriculum as a required class 
project, although the professor should not predetermine the 
content and particular action, or actions can he allowed to 
emerge through students' critical reflections. Service-learning 
courses offer a specific opportunity for students to engage in 
the critical reflection and praxis of Freirian pedagogy (Muller 
and Stage 1998). Service learning also provides an avenue 
for student affairs professionals to participate more fully in 
students* learning processes (Muller and Stage 1998). 



Applications to the College Classroom in the Literature 

Much of the literature on Freirian pedagogy consists of 
philosophy-based discussions of his theories (see Aronowiiz 
1993: Giroux 1993; Shot* 1993). The applicability of Fre ire's 
thought to student affairs has been discussed (Manning 
199-0, but the literature applying Frcire's ideas specifically to 
academic learning and the college classroom is more lim- 
ited. The literature that does exist tends to focus on several 
issues: applications to courses teaching Fnglish as a second 
language (HSU. courses for nonnative Knglish speakers and 
nontraditional students, and resistance encountered in ap- 
plying Frcire to the college classroom. In addition, Frcire's 
ideologies and methodologies have been discussed as an 








ESL, nonnative English speakers , 
and nontraditional students 

Writing and ESL instructors replicate many of Freire's princi- 
ples in their teaching (Best 1990). Teachers do not impose 
strategies and styles on developing writers but focus ir stead 
on students' authentic language production, enabling them to 
discover their voice and their text. A proposed alternative 
approach to Spanish for native speakers (teaching Spanish to 
college-level bilingual native speakers interested in develop- 
ing their Spanish abilities) draws heavily on Freire’s problem- 
posing procedure for critical dialogue and Vyp otsky's theory 
of social learning (Faltis 1990). Within this framework, the 
development of language is framed as a by-product of au- 
thentic and purposeful social interaction among students, and 
between the teacher and students, about topics that matter to 
students. An application of Freire’s conception of problema- 
tizing to learning a second language discusses how students 
build critical thinking skills and the language to express those 
skills by engaging in problematizing reality (Graman 1988). 
And several authors have pointed out the appropriateness of 
Freirian pedagogy for students who are marginalized in our 
schools (e.g.. Best 1990: Freire and Faundez 1989). 

Resistance 

Two common areas of resistance to Freirian pedagogy are 
noted in the literature: (1) resistance from instructors and (2) 
resistance from students. An article on applying Freirian meth- 
odologies to two sophomore literature classes at Clemson 
t’niversity describes how the instructors sought to subvert the 
banking concept of education by simply changing positions — 
rearranging the structure of the classroom to "change the 
dance" between students and teachers — but found that teach- 
ing and being a student in the banking model are ingrained 
behaviors that are "stubbornly resilient" (Boerckel and Barnes 
1991. p. S). The teachers realized that “when the going got 
rough, we could not maintain our position" and responded 
authoritatively to challenges from students (p. S). Therefore, 
teachers need to continually examine their own behavior in 
the classroom. 

A reflective journal about students in an in-service teacher 
education class also illuminates instructors’ resistance to 
Freire’s critical pedagogy (O’Loughlin 1990). Teachers often 
resist the notion that students can be empowered to lake 
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responsibility for constructing their own understanding. In- 
structors’ belief’s are culturally constructed ideological sys- 
tems (often unconscious) that pervade entire ways of know- 
ing and acting, including explicit philosophies of teaching 
and learning. Instructors often espouse authoritarian and 
didactic teaching philosophies and practices because that is 
how they themselves were taught in secondary and postsec- 
ondary classes. Educators' constructions of pedagogy are 
rarely challenged in academic cultures (Stage 1996); indeed, 
the university reward system has historically not provided 
incentives for such attention to pedagogy and teaching 
(Boyer 1990). 

In a discussion of resistance from students, two instructors 
noted that when they removed the comfortable structure in 
which students were defined as passive learners, many stu- 
dents were completely at a loss (Boerckel and Barnes 1991). 
"Their confidence in their abilities to interpret a work of litera- 
ture and even in their ability to understand a work of literature 
was nil. It was as if they liecame de-selfed in the face of adopt- 
ing a new, active role” (p. 3). Students showed two common 
reactions: refusing to work, or feeling incapable of working 
(Boerckel and Barnes 1991). Students who have not had the 
opportunity to assume responsibility for working in a class 
may have doubts about their own abilities that lead them to 
remain passive. Other work describes students' resistance to 
group work and the many problems often associated with 
group projects that are intended to lx.* collaborative. 

Conclusion 

Although Freirian pedagogy* is increasingly being applied to 
learning in the college classroom, much research is still needed. 
In addition to the research, practitioners need to continue to 
explore the applications of Freire's ideas to the college class- 
room and adapt Freirian pedagogy to meet specific contexts 
and needs. But Freirian ideas or methods should not be fol- 
lowed as rigid models. Instead, we need to reinvent liberating 
education for our own situations (Shor 1993). ‘The only way 
anyone has of applying in their situation any of the proposi- 
tions 1 have made is precisely by redoing what I have done, 
that is, by not (emphasis added! following me. In order to fol- 
low me it is essential not to follow me!" (Freire and Faundez 
I9H9, p. 30). 



OTHER THEORIES: Challenging 
Classroom Assumptions 



Jim Robertson is a popular anthropology professor 
who has always enjoyed teaching. He prides himself 
on his high evaluations, which he says he earns while 
maintaining high standards. He uses a lecture style in 
his large classes, interspersed with sports metaphors, 
personal stories about his travels, and occasional jokes 
about the indigenous peoples he has studied. During 
class, Professor Robertson often engages in witty intel- 
lectual banter with the few students in his large classes 
who are up to it: as it turns out, they are the ones who 
usually earn the small number of As he gives out. 

Last fall, Professor Robertson was surprised when his 
department chair notified him that students had lodged 
some complaints about his class. Some thought he 
showed favoritism to males, specifically white males. 

Others complained that his comments in class were of- 
ten inappropriate. A small but significant number of 
written comments in his teaching evaluations followed 
a similar vein. After his initial shock and anger. Profes- 
sor Robertson sought advice from an associate profcs- 
soi and friend known for innovative teaching. 

Traditions in U.S. college classrooms are based on European 
styles and expectations from the 15th and 16th centuries (Stage 
and Manning 1992). Colleges and universities have lasted over 
350 years in the United States and are known for their impervi- 
ousness to change (often cited as the reason they are among 
the oldest of the world’s institutions). Those traditions cany 
over into assumptions and expectations in the classroom that 
do not always serve the purposes of the late 20th century — to 
educate a broad spectrum of students (Stage and Manning 
1092). Professor Robertson s timeworn techniques for educat- 
ing. while entertaining and demanding as well as witty, seem 
not to work for all students in his classes. 

'This section considers two theories that are particularly 
useful for challenging assumptions about learning and intel- 
ligence: Gardners theory of multiple intelligences and Kolbs 
learning styles. The theories are helpful for identifying fac- 
tors that might inhibit the learning process for college stu- 
dents. and they can provide useful guidance as we develop 
learning-centered classrooms. Although not typically linked 
theoretically, they share certain similarities when viewed in 
terms of educators' expectations for their students. Knowl- 
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edge of both theories can expand in a positive way our 
views of the cognitive attributes of college students. 

Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (1983) prompts 
us to contest traditional evaluations of the cognitive attributes 
of college students. Research based on this theory challenges 
us to expand notions of intelligence and to devise ways to 
capitalize on the assets of all our students, not just those 
whose intellectual characteristics closeiy match our own (as 
well as the dominant style of thinking within our discipline). 
Discussion centers on descriptions of ways of identifying 
and developing many kinds of intelligence in the academic 
context. 

Kolb s typology of learning styles (1981 ) and related re- 
search (J. Anderson 1988; Claxton and Murrell 1987; Messick 
1970; Russell and Rothschadl 1991) also provide a useful frame- 
work for examining the college classr<x)m and the learning that 
takes place there. Discussion centers cm ways of expanding the 
presentation of material as well as varying instructors’ expecta- 
tions for students' performance. 

Assumptions about Intelligence and Learning 

Recent criticisms of educators' assumptions about intelligence 
prompt an examination of assumptions about both intelli- 
gence and learning. Aptitude Rerisitcxl (Drew 1996) points out 
tlie shortcomings of our educational system when we allow 
simplistic measures of aptitude, verbal and quantitative test 
scores, to shape attitudes about students and their abilities to 
learn. Such assumptions systematically screen students from 
majors and careers, and disproportionately affect students 
who are women, minorities, and from the lower socioeco- 
nomic classes. Additionally, they create a public citizenry that 
views itself as helpless in certain domains, primarily mathe- 
matics and science. 

It is possible that faulty decisions were made during fac- 
tor analyses that forced measures of intelligence into one 
unifying factor despite* strong evidence of at least two or 
more strong factors (Gould 1981; see also Drew 1996 for 
more complete discussions of this controversy in the foun- 
dational development of the measure of intelligence). 

In overwhelming numbers of testing situations in this 
country, given our propensity for rankings, we systematically 
relegate millions to failure. In any given year, fully half our 
states, hall our school districts, half our schools, half our 




teachers, and half our students are described as below aver- 
age and hence failures. Similar language proliferates discus- 
sions of college-level learning. Indeed, within the resultant 
educational systems, some might expend more resources 
trying to influence rankings than trying to influence learning. 

If we tmly believe that intelligence is fixed and that col- 
lege students come to us with abilities that predetermine 
success, what challenge is there in being an educator, be- 
yond the clerical function of sorting? Additionally, knowing 
that a student ranks in the top half of a class tells us nothing 
of his or her ability' to perform in a complex workplace situa- 
tion. Beyond the barbaric notions and demoralizing and dis- 
couraging effects of sorting and ranking, Gardner (1983) 
makes a compelling case for consideration of multiple kinds 
of intelligence (see the following discussion). 

The social and cultural systems within which children de- 
velop cannot be ignored in discussions of intelligence and 
learning (Rogoff 1990). Learning within those vastly different 
social contexts differentially affects what is learned and ulti- 
mately can affect performance on cognitive tests. As college 
populations become more diverse, overreliance on narrow’ 
indicators of intelligence and ability becomes more and 
more problematic for those who are truly interested in edu- 
cating. Drew’s analysis of science and mathematics educa- 
tion challenges assumptions about traditional indicators or 
predictors of academic success and attempts to create a con- 
sciousness that every student “has the capacity to master 
mathematics and science and should be taught those sub- 
jects” (Drew 1996, p. 2). His arguments could extend ap- 
proaches to other areas of academic learning as well. 

Multiple Intelligences 

Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences (1983) and subse- 
quent research based on that theory (Gardner and 1 latch 1989: 
Krcchevsky and Gardner 1990) provide impetus for educators 
to expand notions of intelligence. Rather than simplistic no- 
tions of bicategorical verbal and mathematical intelligences, 
this body of work provides evidence of a multitude of intelli- 
gences traditionally ignored or undervalued in formal educa- 
tional settings. 

Gardner defined intelligence as "the capacity io solve 
problems or to fashion products that are valued in one or 
more cultural sellings” (Gardner and Hatch 1989. p. 3). He 
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developed the categories of intelligence by examining re- 
search on abilities in a variety of sources, including special 
populations such as prodigies, autistic individuals, idiots, 
savants, and learning-disabled children; forms of intellect 
valued in different cultures; and neurological changes in 
cognitive capabilities. Based on this ‘and subsequent re- 
search, Gardner found at least seven forms of thinking (the 
seven intelligences) that individuals exhibit. 

The two intelligences traditionally emphasized and valued 
in American and in other industrialized cultures are logical- 
mathematical intelligence and linguistic intelligence . To these 
two, Gardner added five other intelligences that are tradition- 
ally undervalued and not stressed in most formal educational 
systems. Musical intelligence refers to abilities to produce and 
appreciate rhythm, pitch, and timbre, and the appreciation of 
the forms of musical expressiveness. An individual with spatial 
intelligence hi\s the capacity to accurately perceive the visual- 
spatial world, typified by navigators or sculptors. Bodily- 
kinesthetic intelligence is manifested in abilities to control body 
movements, well-developed fine motor skills, and an adept- 
ness in handling objects skillfully; dancers, sculptors, and ath- 
letes exemplify this intelligence. Individuals with interpersonal 
intelligence . such as therapists and personnel directors, have 
the ability to respond effectively to the temperaments, motiva- 
tions, and desires of others Intrapersonal intelligence is evi- 
dent in people with detailed, reflective self-knowledge. Such 
persons are aware of their own strengths, weaknesses, desires, 
and intelligences. Often, college students with learning disabil- 
ities display a high level of intrapersonal knowledge (Stage 
and Milne 1996). These seven intelligences are not mutually 
exclusive categories, nor is there any necessary correlation 
between any two intelligences. 

The challenge for those who work with college students is 
to find ways to value and enable many types of intelligence 
among the diverse students who come to our classes. For 
example, a psychology class project might allow a student 
with heightened musical intelligence to use various musical 
styles or examples of individual music as the basis for a dis- 
cussion of human emotion. In a business class, a student 
who organizes and leads a group project to a useful product 
might receive credit beyond those of the other group mem- 
bers. And a faculty member might work with a student with 
learning disabilities by capitalizing on the student s self- 





knowledge and allowing the student to use a method of 
expression or performance that capitalizes on special skills 
rather than relying on weaker ones. 

In these and other ways, we can foster the development of 
intelligences that are traditionally underemphasized and under- 
valued in the classroom and make the classroom a more inter- 
esting and inclusive experience for faculty as well as students. 

Multiple Intelligences and College Students 

To date. little research on multiple intelligences has focused 
on college students other than attempts to validate that vari- 
ous kinds of intelligence do exist. A few studies have exam- 
ined small pans of the theory and reflected on the theory as 
part of a larger research project (see. e.g.. Kelder 199-4: Mor- 
rin 1987; Rosnow et al. 1994) or focused on adults, but not 
particularly on college students (Cromwell 1994). A small 
but growing body of literature describes approaches to 
classroom design and curriculum that would be conducive 
to promoting a wider range of intelligences at the college 
level (Fogarty and Stoehr 1995; Kelder 1 99-* : King 199-t: 
Koontz 199-4: Motrin 1994; Rauch 1994; Rega 1993; Seal 
1995: Zevik 1994). Currently, however, much of what we 
know has been learned in precollege education. Clearly, 
more research needs to be conducted at the college level. 

In the case at the beginning of this section. Professor 
Robertson has structured his class in a manner that highly 
values his students' linguistic intelligence. As a conscientious 
educator, he seeks ways to create a conducive learning envi- 
ronment for all his students and to broaden the kinds of 
intelligence students may express in his classes. Ret lection 
centering around Gardner s forms of intelligence could 
prompt him to incorporate a wider variety of possibilities for 
projects than the traditional research paper. Possibilities for 
topics for his anthropology students include music, maps, 
written and artistic artifacts, and the dances of the cultures 
studied. As a result, class presentations make it more likely 
that a wider range of students participate actively in Professor 
Robertson’s classes. Consideration of students' learning styles 
can play a hand in similar curricular transformations. 

Learning Styles 

The notion of expanding our students' expect «:ioiis can 
readily be extended to discussions of learning styles (J. 
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Anderson 198*; Kolb 1981; Messick 1970; Shade 1992). For 
example, people use nine dimensions of cognitive style to 
interpret the world around them (Messick 1970). Differences 
in focus of attention, approaches to problems, development 
of conceptual relationships, and information processing tend 
toward consistent patterns in individuals. These patterns 
show consistency across time and across diverse tasks (Mes- 
sick 1970; see also Cross 1976 for a discussion of Messick’s 
descriptions). 

Learning styles differ according to ethnicity and cultural 
background (seej. Anderson 1988 and “Diversity and Learn- 
ing Styles*’ on p. 72; Shade 1992). A review of the literature 
notes that African-American students typically differed from 
comparison groups and frequently were at a disadvantage 
when other styles were valued (Shade 1992). For example, 
some studies found that African-American students per- 
formed better than others on tasks involving verbal memory 
but worse on those involving space conceptualization (Leifer 
1972; Lesser, Fifer, and Clark 1965; Stodolsky and Lesser 
1967.) Others found cognitive differences in style between 
middle and lower socioeconomic status African Americans 
(Orasanu. Lee. and Scribner 19 7 9). 

Kolb's theory of learning styles, developed in the 1970s. 
continues to provide a useful theoretical basis for research and 
teaching in the college classroom while showing us something 
unique about our expectations for students* learning (Boyatzis 
and Kolb 1991; Cavanaugh et al. 1995; Cornwell and Manfredo 
199-1; Knns 1993; Holley and Jenkins 1993; Katz and Heimann 
1991; Krahe 1993; Logan 1990; Rothschacll and Russell 1992; 
Russell and Rothschadl 1991). Kolb (1976, 1981) used a four- 
stage learning process to develop a complex typology describ- 
ing students’ learning styles that incorporates experiential 
learning. The theory capitalizes on students' varying prefer- 
ences for four stages of learning; concrete experience, reflec- 
tive observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experi- 
mentation. Measuring those preferences, Kolb contrasted two 
dimensions: ( 1) concrete experience and abstract conceptual- 
ization. and (2) reflective observation and active experimenta- 
tion. Plotting them along two continua resulted in four quad- 
rants describing individuals’ preferred learning styles: con- 
vergers. divergers, assimilators, and accommodators. Coutvtj*- 
e/xare most comfortable with abstract concepts and active 
experimentation. They prefer practical applications of ideas. 
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rarely exhibit emotion, and usually have specific interests. 
Dii'ergcrs 'Avc most comfortable with concrete experience and 
reflective observation, often have a vivid imagination, and are 
able to view r concrete situations from a variety of perspectives. 
Assimilators learn most effectively through abstract conceptu- 
alization and reflective observation. They excel in working 
with theoretical models and inductive reasoning. A'sconimo- 
chiton learn l^est in a setting that allows for concrete expe- 
rience and active experimentation; they prefer doing to think- 
ing. Accommodators rely heavily on information from other 
people rather than theories, are very adaptable, and solve 
problems intuitively. 

Learning Styles and the College Classroom 

Kolb's theory and related research have important implica- 
tions for approaches to learning. Many researchers have vali- 
dated the presence of differences in learning styles among 
college students of both traditional and nontraditional age 
groups (Cavanaugh et al. 1993; Cornwell and Manfredo 1994: 
Enns 1993: Garvey et al. 1984; Highhouse and Doverspike 
198"*; Holley and Jenkins 1993: Holoviak et al. 1990: Hudak 
and Anderson 1990; Katz and fleimann 1991: Krahe 1993: 
Kruzich et al. 1986; Logan 1990: Posey 1984: Russell and 
Rothschadl 1991). although a few have questioned the valid- 
ity of the scales Kolb describes (see, e.g.. Geiger et al. 1992; 
Vest 1982). 

Researchers have found evidence that learning styles do 
not differ according to age. gender, prior job experiences, 
and educational attainment (Cavanaugh et al. 1993), while 
one review of several studies describes abstract conceptual- 
ization and reflective observation as more characteristic of 
males and concrete experience and active experimentation 
as more characteristic of females (Enns 1993). Others found 
that students with a particular major tended to favor one 
learning style over others (Garvey et al. 198 1 ; Heitmeycr and 
Thomas 1990: Sadler et al. 1978; Sparks 1990). 

Some research suggests that learning styles are related to 
attitudes toward education. Some studies describe improve- 
ments in students* learning after the use of learning styles in 
planning a class curriculum focusing on students' approaches 
to and attitudes toward learning (Modi 1990; Laschinger and 
Boss 1989). A verification of Kolb's developmental descrip- 
tions found that as students moved through the university. 
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they improved their ability to learn through a variety of styles 
(Lassan 1984). Other researchers found relationships betw een 
learning style and performance: that is, test results may be af- 
fected by the type of testing format (.multiple-choice qualita- 
tive. open-ended theory, and open-ended quantitative) (Hol- 
ley and Jenkins 1993). The results suggest that particular 
modes of testing could give an advantage to students of par- 
ticular learning styles. 

Not surprisingly, most faculty members tend to be assimi- 
lators (Kruzich et al. 1986; Rothschadl and Russell 1992; Sad- 
ler et al. 1978; Van-Cleaf and Schkade 1987). Abstract con- 
ceptualization and reflective observation, characteristic of 
assimilators. are assets that have become highly developed 
for those who must “publish or perish" as well as for those 
who like to play with ideas. Faculty members' styles of think- 
ing and learning heavily influence classroom assignments 
and evaluations on a typical college campus. Students who 
match the instructor's style are apt to feel most comfortable 
and be most successful in class. Those who do not may have 
fewer opportunities to use their dominant learning style to 
advantage.* 

Diversity and Learning Styles 

Differences in minority and majority students' learning styles 
may affect their success in college (J. Anderson 1988). Many 
majority students (as assimilators) are comfortable with the 
abstract theory and reflective observation typifying learning 
in the college classroom. Many minority students, however, 
learn more easily with concrete examples and practical appli- 
cation. characteristic of divergers. While it is not clear why 
certain racial ethnic groups seem to cluster at one end or the 
other along the continuum of learning styles, it appears that a 
group's cognitive style is strongly influenced by its cultural 
history (J. Anderson 1988; Rogoff 1990). Nonwestern peoples 
(American Indians, Mexican Americans, African Americans. 
Vietnamese Americans. Puerto Ricans. Chinese Americans, 
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Japanese Americans, and many Euro-American females) 
share some general characteristics of learning that differ in 
general from western peoples (Euro-American, primarily 
male, and highly acculturated minorities). 

Nonwestern cultures tend to emphasize field-dependence. 
Individuals from these cultures perform better on verbal 
tasks, value harmony and cooperation, engage in relational 
and holistic thinking, are socially oriented, and tend to incor- 
porate the affective self into their cognitive evaluation of 
reality’. Western cultures traditionally have emphasized field- 
independence; that is, individuals perform best on analytic 
tasks, seek to master and control nature, value individual 
competition and achievement, engage in more dualistic think- 
ing, and limit affective expression. These cultural differences 
not only produce different learning styles, but also influence 
the more subtle aspects of perception and cognitive behavior. 

Implications for Learning 

Professor Robertson’s classroom capitalizes on the assimila- 
tor’s style of learning. Students who are assimilators respond 
more easily to Robertsons style of relaxed banter in the class- 
room and perform better on his examinations. Although Rob- 
ertson’s style may have worked well at a time when students 
were more homogeneous, it does not work well in contem- 
porary society, where diversity is common. Increasingly, his 
classes include women, minority students, and international 
students whose learning styles and behaviors in the classroom 
are different. To engage a broader array of students in his 
classes, Robertson should incorporate approaches that capital- 
ize on a greater variety of learning styles. 

School environments historically have valued and rein- 
forced the cognitive learning style associated with western 
culture while often misconstruing nonwestern styles as defi- 
cient (J. Anderson 1988). Subsequently, students of color 
frequently encounter difficulties when they attempt to adapt 
their styles to the abstract, field-independent, analytical style 
of the academic classroom, especially in mathematics and 
the hard sciences where teaching abstract theory precedes 
any practical application or direct, physical experience, such 
as laboratory experiments. A learning approach in which 
direct experience precedes, rather than follows, discussion 
of formal concepts and theories appears to better coincide 
with nonwestern cognitive styles, 
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It is not surprising that faculty ovate learning environ- 
ments in the classroom that reflect their own learning styles 
and those traditionally honored in western culture. By incor- 
porating into the curriculum learning activities that are more 
inclusive of the entire range of learning styles, however, 
faculty can provide opportunities for more students to suc- 
ceed and better prepare students for the workplace. Field- 
dependent learners, for example, may more easily grasp 
theories and concepts when they are introduced by concrete 
examples drawn from everyday experiences. By using class- 
room situations that emphasize the development of skills 
like contemplation and risk rather than those like speed and 
efficiency favored in most traditional classrooms, we can 
capitalize on the cultural and cognitive assets of more stu- 
dents at the same time we prepare students as a whole for 
21st century workplaces (Stage and Manning 1992). 

Research focusing on Gardner's theory of multiple intelli- 
gences is meager. Possible research questions cover a wide 
range. Do college students represent the full range of intelli- 
gences described by Gardner? Is it possible to modify curric- 
ula and course requirements to capitalize on the full range 
of intelligences? Do such modifications make a difference in 
students’ learning? Although the review in this section de- 
scribes a host of work conducted on the learning styles of 
college students, some of our most important questions re- 
main only partly answered or not answered at all. Can an 
awareness of learning style improve college students’ perfor- 
mance? Can leaching to a variety of learning styles improve 
overall learning for a college class? Could a class in learning 
skills develop multiple learning strengths for a college stu- 
dent that would improve academic suc cess? 



Conclusion 

T heories of multiple intelligences (Gardner 1983) and learn- 
ing styles (J. Anderson 1988; Kolb 1981 ) hold promise for 
those who hope to challenge assumptions of traditional 
classrooms. As we move toward learning-centered classes, 
these theories can inspire us to develop new ways to help 
college students to learn and prompt new questions about 
learning. 
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A NEED FOR CLASSROOM-BASED RESEARCH 



Theories of motiv ation and learning provide numerous possi- 
bilities for research relevant to the college classroom. For the 
concepts and theories described in previous sections, extant 
research ranges from a few studies and speculative articles 
(Fricres conscientization) to several hundred articles focusing 
on college students (Kolb's learning styles). Nevertheless, even 
more work is needed that focuses on the effects of using exer- 
cises that appeal to a variety of learning styles in the college 
classroom. The purpose of this section is to provide the reader 
with explicit detailed information about the status of research 
on college students relative to the academic classroom and to 
identify specific research needed. 'Fable 1 summarizes the sta- 
tus of research on college students with regard to each major 
theory delineated in this monograph and provides a guide for 
those interested in conduc ting research on learning. The first 
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column indicates the amount of research conducted on a topic 
in general, the second and third columns the amount focusing 
on college students and whether the studies were performed 
on large cohorts or a classroom, the fourth and fifth columns 
whether pedagogical modifications based on the theory have 
been attempted and whether the applications were effective, 
and the last column a recommended direction for research.. 

Attribution Theory 

Attribution theory has been applied to achievement and learn- 
ing since the 1970s. Although extensive research establishes 
that college students predominantly attribute successes and 
failures to effort and ability, more research is needed on Wein- 
ers classification of underlying dimensions for causes of suc- 
cess and failure (see Weiner 1986). Several instruments exist 
for measuring causal attributions, including the Attributional 
Style Questionnaire (C Peterson Semmcl, von Baeyer, Abram- 
son, Metalsky. and Seligman 1982) and the Attributional Style 
Assessment 'lest (Anderson. Horowitz, and French 1983). The 
Multidimensional 'Multiuttrihutional Causality Scale (Lefcouil, 
von Baeyer, Ware, and Cox 1979). specifically designed for 
use with college students, has been refined four times. 

Most studies of attribution focus on younger students, but 
applications to college populations and college classrooms are 
increasing. The research increasingly is moving into regular 
classr<x>m interactions and other aspects of actual teaching 
and learning situations. Research on pedagogical modifications 
is limited, but as the importance of attributions becomes more 
widely recognized, researchers have begun to investigate the 
possibility of attributional retraining for students. Trained pro- 
fessionals have conducted attributional retraining in counseling 
sessions, but more informal use by faculty and teachers in 
classrooms is currently being advocated, with a particular fo- 
cus on how faculty give feedback on performance to students. 

Some icsearchers are developing test/ retest experiments 
with attributional retraining, but little longitudinal work on 
causal attributions has been carried out to date. Research is 
just beginning on whether causal attributions can be modi- 
fied. how effective the modifications are with regard to sub- 
sequent achievement, the duration of effects, and whether 
effects of modification are greater for certain subgroups of 
students or under certain classroom conditions. 





Possible new' directions for research include: 



• Exploration of the effects of causal attributions on students' 
learning behaviors (e.g., how- causal attributions affect stu- 
dents' help-seeking patterns and the use of study strategies); 

• Examination of attributions as one component of a causal 
integrated model of self-regulated learning incorporating 
cognition, emotions, study skills and strategies, and meta- 
cognition ; 

• Continued work on the role of causal attributions in mod- 
els of learning that emphasize locus of control; 

• Examination of the relationships between out-of-class 
campus experiences and classroom conditions and stu- 
dents' attributions for success. 

Self-efficacy 

Since Bandura's introduction of the theory of self-efficacy in 
the late ISFOs, self-efficacy has been extensively explored in 
K-12 academic settings. The construct of self-efficacy (on the 
part of students as w ell as of teachers) has been successfully 
and consistently related to achievement. Of scores of instill- 
ments used to measure precollege self-efficacy, several have 
been adapted tor use at the college level. 

Some instruments have been devised to focus on domain- 
specific beliefs for college students, such as math (Hackett 
I98S; Hacked and Betz 1989; Kloosterman and Stage 1992; 
Stage and Kloosterman 199S) or science and engineering ( De- 
Boer 1986; Lent, Brown, and Larkin 198-1 ). Moreover, several 
scales were designed specifically to measure efficacy for gen- 
eral academic skills (see. e.g., the Self-efficacy for Learning 
and Performance subscale in Pint rich. Smith. Garcia, and Mc- 
Keachic 1991 and the Self-regulated Learning Inventory in 
Lindner, Harris, and Gordon 1996). 

Research in the last decade has demonstrated important 
relationships between self-efficacy and achievement in col- 
lege. Most of those studies have focused on a single course, 
but a few have examined self-efficacy for a broader range of 
students. Additionally, a small amount of research lias dem- 
onstrated relationships between self-efficacy and behaviors 
like study strategies. While some writers have speculated on 
the usefulness of focus on self-efficacy for instructors, at- 
tempts to modify beliefs about self-efficacy go largely un- 
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tested. Apparently, no research has examined instructors’ 
beliefs about students’ achievements in their college classes. 

Possible directions for future research are similar to those 
for attribution theory: 

• Examination of instructors' beliefs about their own ability 
to teach and about their students’ abilities to learn and 
the success of students in their classes; 

• Continued examination of possible relationships between 
students’ beliefs and learning behaviors and whether 
those beliefs differ by gender and ethnicity; 

• Examination of the ways beliefs about self-efficacy are 
related to choice of major and study habits; 

• Examination of self-efficacy within a causal model of self- 
regulated learning incorporating cognition, emotions, 
study skills and strategies, and metacognition. 

Social Constructivism 

because social constructivism is relatively new on the educa- 
tional scene, it is not surprising that only limited research exists. 
In pail because research on social constructivism is complicated 
by the difficulty asstxiaied with examining learning in a s<x‘ial 
context rather than an individual basis, few pure examples exist 
of the approach in the research. What research has been con- 
ducted tends to concentrate on specific aspects of social con- 
structivism (c.g.. peer group work) instead of a broad applica- 
tion of the approach and its influence on students' learning. 

Research on social constructivist approaches to learning is 
more likely to he associated with K-12 education than higher 
education. Studies of social constructivism in kindergarten 
through grade 12 tend to focus on the role of the social di- 
mension in individual processes of cognitive construction, 
collaboration as a source of learning, and the examination of 
the concept of cognitive apprenticeship. Research on social 
constructivist approaches and postsccondary education has 
been addressed, at least indirectly. A few aspects of the theory 
represented in research include peer learning, collaborative 
learning, problem-based learning, and the understanding that 
develops as part of enculturation into a community of practice. 

Social constructivist approaches to learning have had their 
greatest influence on pedagogical innovations in postsecond- 
ary education. Although limited research exists about the im- 
pact of collaborative learning on college students, researchers 
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seem to agree that collaborative learning positively contrib- 
utes to students* learning and achievement. Examinations of 
the influence of collaborative learning in college support the 
facilitating effects of peer interaction in learning (set?, e.g., 
Dimant and Bearison 1991; Gerlach 1 99-V. Johnson, Johnson, 
and Smith 1991; Light 1990, 1992; Millis and Oottell 199H: Sia- 
vin 199S). Students who participated in collaborative learning 
were better able to make intellectual connections, had in- 
creased self-confidence, and valued different viewpoints 
(Mathews 1990). Moreover, interactions between and among 
students in peer learning groups generally supported stu- 
dents' gains in achievement (Cross and Steadman 1996). Re- 
searchers planning to explore the effects of collaborative 
learning on college students should consult extant work on 
peer collaboration among children (see Johnson and Johnson 
19B9; Tudge 1992). 

Research on problem-based learning is meager, but it 
shows that as a result of participating in problem-based 
learning, college students perceived their learning experi- 
ence was more meaningful than through conventional 
courses (see. e.g.. Sobral 1 99a; Svinicki. Hagen, and Meyer 
199b; Wilkerson and Gijselaers 1996). Although educators 
promote the usefulness of problem-based learning, research 
is limited on the relationship between its use in the college 
classroom and specific gains in students' learning. 

Vygotsky's constructs, most notably the /.one of proximal 
development, have been well received in the K-12 educa- 
tion community, yet his ideas remain relatively untested in 
postsecondary education. In addition, the cognitive appren- 
ticeship model, whereby the student is gradually socialized 
into the culture of a profession or discipline, has been pro- 
moted in the literature as a valuable approach to learning 
about the conventions of a field or discipline, although little 
empirical evidence supports its influence on learning. Re- 
search aimed at studying the applicability of these two con- 
cepts to college students is warranted. 

Research is needed in the following specific areas; 

• Examination of social constructivism at the college level. 

focusing on differences among students by gender and 

ethnicity; 

• Exploration of the extent of the influence of more skilled 

students on promoting understanding among all students; 
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• Exploration of the use of authentic situations and problem- 
based learning in the promotion of learning: 

• Exploration of the constructions of knowledge resulting 
from mutual understandings achiev ed in collaboration. 

Conscientization 

As noted, much of the literature on Freirian pedagogy con- 
sists of philosophically based discussions about Freire's liber- 
atory ideals. Applications of Freirian pedagogy have tradi- 
tionally emphasized educational practices, specifically literacy 
training in noriindustrialized countries. The most relevant 
literature regarding higher education describes approaches to 
curricular design and pedagological practices at the college 
level that would be conducive to promoting liberatory, em- 
powering. and critical learning. Specifically, the literature 
regarding college-ievel courses tends to focus on several is- 
sues: ( 1 ) applications to ESL courses and nontraditional stu- 
dents; (2) resistance from both instructors and students to a 
Freirian approach to learning in college; and (3) Freire's ide- 
ologies and methodologies as an appropriate theoretical 
foundation for service-learning courses. 

Much research is still needed on Freirian pedagogy in for- 
mal college education in industrialized countries, particularly: 

• Purposeful attempts to verify, measure, and provide thick 
descriptions of conscientization as a learning process for 
college students; 

• Studies of curricular modifications and classroom applica- 
tions of Freirian pedagogy for majority college students, 
large lecture classes, and heterogeneous student populations; 

• Continued examination of instructors' and students* resis- 
tance to Freirian pedagogy; 

• Exploration of the effects of Freirian pedagogy on college 
students' learning. 

Learning Styles 

Kolb's theory of learning styles is the most examined of the 
theories covered in this monograph. Nevertheless, more re- 
search, incorporating newer theories and focusing more 
closely on classrooms, is needed. Learning styles at the college 
lev el typically are measured using Kolb's inventoiy of learning 
styles ( 1983). Extensive work focuses on Kolb's description of 
learning stvlcs. Many rescaiehers have undertaken validation 




of the theory for college students, but most research has been 
confined to relatively small groups. Research on large popula- 
tions. such as an entire cohort of students entering a college 
or university, is much more limited. Extensive articles have 
been w ritten about pedagogical modifications to classes, but 
cjuasi-experimental studies or case study analyses of students* 
achievement in those classes are almost nonexistent. 

Possible future directions for research include: 

• Exploration of possible relationships between learning 
styles and kinds of intelligence (the multiple intelli- 
gences). and choice of career or major: 

• Examination of differences in performance for students 
whose learning style differs from the instructor's or from 
the majority of students in their academic environment: 

• Large-scale explorations of the effects on classroom 
achievement when knowledge of learning styles is in- 
cluded in design of the curriculum. 

Multiple Intelligences 

The theory of multiple intelligences has limited development 
with regard to learning in the college classroom. The most 
relevant literature includes validation that various kinds of 
intelligence do exist among college students (Kelder 199 4: 
Morrin 1987:‘Rosnow el al. 1994). The bulk of the liteiauire 
describes approaches to classroom design and curriculum 
that would be conducive to promoting a wider range of 
intelligences at the college level (see. c.g., Fogarty and 
Stoehr 199v. Kelder 1994: King 199 l: Zevik 1994). 

Particular research is needed in: 

• Focused attempts to validate tlie existence of the range of 
learning styles for college students on a small scale as 
well as with large data sets; 

• Studies of curricular modifications to explore the useful- 
ness of implementing classroom presentations and meth- 
ods of students’ performances capitalizing on a \arieiy of 
learning styles. 

Conclusion 

Despite enough material on college students learning to fi il 
this monograph, much of the literature describes speculation 
about the value of the applications of these models to learn- 
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ing. Higher education researchers have far to go in amassing 
tlie amount of information available to precollege educators. 
It is hoped that faculty, other researchers, and graduate stu- 
dents find this material useful as they ask questions about 
and examine learning in the college classroom. 



91 




IMPLICATIONS FOR THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 



Although teaching and learning are inseparably linked, the 
connection is frequently ignored in practice, leaching meth- 
ods employed in the college classroom tend to be based on 
observation, modeling, trial and error, or “intuitive guess- 
work” rather than on theories of learning (Fincher 1994). 

'Fhe reverse is also true: Theories of learning are seldom 
linked directly to teaching approaches. This failure to explic- 
itly link teaching and theories of learning limits our use of 
the vast research about learning, and impedes our ability to 
enhance instruction and to positively influence students' 
learning. This section begins to explicate the connections 
between teaching and theories of learning in the hope of 
helping educators more clearly develop a conceptual foun- 
dation for their college teaching. 

As you read the theories of learning presented in the 
previous sections, you may have noticed the explicit con- 
nections ro teaching. You may also have started drawing 
your own connections to teaching practices currently being 
discussed in the literature (see McKeaehie 1994; Menges. 
\Veimer, and Associates 1996). This section illustrates the 
connections between theories of learning and the implica- 
tions for teaching by focusing on five approaches to teach- 
ing: collaborative learning, peer teaching, learning commu- 
nities, service learning, and technology. These approaches 
represent some of the recent trends to incorporate active 
learning into instructional practice, but they are by no 
means the only approaches that could have been included. 
To illustrate the possibilities for applying theories of learning 
tc? the college classroom, each approach is paired with one 
theory discussed in this monograph. These associations are 
not meant to imply that the theories directly correspond to 
these teaching approaches, nor are they meant to be the 
only possible associations. Rather, it is hoped that when 
teachers think about teaching and learning in college class- 
rooms, they continue to make connections between theories 
of learning and the multitude of existing and emerging ap- 
proaches to teaching in the college classroom. 

Collaborative Learning and Attribution Theory 

Collaborative learning, an umbrella term for a variety of educa- 
tional approaches involving joint intellectual effort by students, 
or students and instructors together, is becoming increasingly 
prominent in college classrooms (Smith and MacGregor 1992). 
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Characteristics of collalx>rative learning commonly include in- 
class or out-of-class time built around group work: students' 
active exploration or application of the course material, not 
simply the instructors presentation of it; and students' and 
instructors' shared responsibility as partners in learning (Gam- 
son 199-4: Smith and MacGregor 1992). Underlying the notion 
of shared responsibility is the presumption that each member 
of the group is capable of making, and is expected to make, a 
valuable contribution to the endeavor. 

Students and faculty working together to create knowledge 
in collaborative learning groups is in contrast with the tradi- 
tional classroom experience where students work individually 
to increase their learning. Whereas a student s ability and 
effort are equally important in his or her individual work, 
ability is downplayed and effort plays a more significant role 
in collaborative learning groups. Although it is possible for 
students of high ability to perform well on the conventional 
measures of learning, such as in-class tests, without having 
expended a great deal of effort, they are unlikely to be as 
successful in group learning situations where the absence of 
effort is perhaps more apparent. Moreover, because group 
members share responsibility for the final product, collabora- 
tive learning appears to deemphasize competition in favor of 
cooperation. These features make collaborative learning situa- 
tions an attractive venue through which adaptive ascriptions 
for performanc e can be encouraged. 

W hile collaborative learning is not a new concept, our 
understanding of how adaptive attributions for success de- 
velop within these learning contexts is meager. Preliminary 
study suggests that the triadic dimensionality of Weiners con- 
ceptualization of causal attributions (stability, controllability, 
and locals) is upheld in group learning (S. Peterson 1992). Not 
all the hypothesized relationships that have been broadly 
supported in individual learning situations materialized, how - 
e\er. for instance, as hypothesized in causal attribution the- 
ory. high-performing students who attributed success to stable 
causes iiad higher expectations for future outcomes, but. con- 
trary to expectations, less suc c essful ac hievers did not neces- 
sarily have reduced expectancy regarding their future perfor- 
mance after partic ipating in a collaborative project. The re- 
lationships surrounding controllability were not supported at 
all. Perhaps because of students' difficulty in discerning w hat 
aspec ts ot collaborative learning are actually within their con- 
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trol. the development of an internal locus of control for suc- 
cess was problematic. Interestingly, while 37 percent of the 
students cited effort as a factor responsible for their perfor- 
mance, only 3 percent cited ability. In addition, group dynam- 
ics, a factor not typically cited as a cause of individual perfor- 
mance outcomes, showed up as a causal factor for perfor- 
mance outcomes in 31 percent of the cases. And in collabora- 
tive learning situations as well as in more traditional class- 
room contexts, the way in which faculty provide feedback on 
performance can contribute to or detract from the formation 
of adaptive patterns of making causal ascriptions for perfor- 
mance outcomes. 

An increase in the use of collaborative learning situations 
at the coliege level can be expected in the coming decade, as 
faculty place more emphasis on equipping graduates with 
the team-playing skills necessary for the world of work in the 
21st century. More research on how adaptive attributions are 
formed in the context of collaborative learning is clearly nec- 
essary. In addition, collaborative learning, with its focus on 
effort, strategy, and factors other than ability, may be 
uniquely situated not only as a profitable, albeit underused, 
vehicle for learning, but also for developing and maintaining 
motivationally healthy attitudes about the causes of learning 
outcomes as well. 

Peer Teaching and Self-efficacy 

Peer teaching, the process of students' teaching their fellow 
students, is one of the oldest forms of collaborative learning 
(Smith and MacGregor 1992). Approaches to peer teaching 
have proliferated in higher education, and their designs are 
quite variable (see Whitman 1988). Three of the most success- 
ful and widely adapted approaches to peer teaching include 
supplemental instruction by an undergraduate teaching assis- 
tant; writing fellows, an approach in which upper-division 
students who are strong writers read and respond to the pa- 
pers of all students in an undergraduate class: and mathemat- 
ics workshops, an approach that focuses on small-group 
problem solving through peer teaching (Smith and Mac- 
Gregor 1992). 

Cnlike traditional tutoring models that focus on remedia- 
tion. approaches to peer teaching whose context for learning 
is one of collaboration and success provide a distinct oppor- 
tunity to boost a students sense of self-efficacy, for ‘example. 
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the intensive mathematics workshops at the I’niversity of 
California-Berkeley (Treisman 1985) emphasize small-group 
problem solving with an explicit emphasis on peer teaching. 
In contrast to a traditional model of tutoring geared toward 
students in academic difficulty, this approach to peer teach- 
ing assumes the culture of an honors program and supple- 
ments the regular lecture and discussion sections of #// stu- 
dents. The emphasis on developing strength rather than 
remediating weakness and on the collaboration of peers 
rather than competition among individuals has helped to 
reverse the prevailing patterns of failure in calculus classes 
by African- American and Latino students at Berkeley (Treis- 
man 1985). 

But how or why does this approach to teaching make a 
difference in students' learning? Does a connection exist 
between a particular learning theory, such as self-efficacy, 
and a method of teaching? According to Bandura ( 199-1). for 
example, self-efficacy can he developed through mastery 
experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and 
somatic and emotional states. Ideally, when a learning dyad 
is functioning productively, a weaker student is provided the 
opportunity to experience success beyond his or her ability, 
enjoy the partner's success vicariously, be persuaded to take 
risks that lead to learning, and enjoy the thrill or at least the 
satisfaction of successful learning. 

In this example, the use in the mathematics workshops of 
small -group problem solving explicitly emphasizing peer 
teaching offers opportunities for the development of positive 
self-efficacy in the four ways Bandura describes. Learners 
who believe their individual efforts will result in only medi- 
ocre performance at best or w ho are bored by individual 
learning can benefit from the group experience. The ebb and 
How of ideas, the false starts of oven the best students and 
the professor, and the humor that can come with effort to 
solve a problem together can all contribute to weaker stu- 
dents' beliefs in their own abilities. Once developed, those 
positive beliefs should lead to further successes, within 
groups and for individuals. 

Technology, Learning Styles, and Multiple Intelligences 

Technology is distinctive in the opportunities it provides for 
revamping the college classroom. I’nlike the approaches 
discussed earlier, applications of technology, as a new pho- 
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nomenon, will gain attention and use merely by existing. 

The likely uses of technology in the classroom have possibil- 
ities for application that benefit students with intellectual 
strengths as well as those with a variety of learning styles. 

Obvious possible uses of technology include students' 
passive observ ation and active creation of music and videos. 
Music can be used to attract students it) a topic, to capitalize 
on the strengths of students who have special talents and 
skills in music, and to appeal sensually and affectively to all 
students by creating a pleasant environment in the class- 
room. Similarly, videos can Ik* used to connect abstract con- 
ceptualizations studied in class to the realities of the inner 
city, a campus across the country, or life on a remote island. 

Likewise, students can explore topics related to material 
presented in class through videos. For example, one group 
of students created a video about the difficulties of maneu- 
vering a wheelchair around campus for a class of future 
higher education administrators. Their project drove home 
the realities of the difference between legal compliance with 
the Americans with Disabilities Act and true accessibility. 

Current lore from kindergarten through high school de- 
scribes students who were turned off and tuned out to the 
experiences of a traditional classroom. Some of those stu- 
dents. when provided with an opportunity to work with 
computers, proved to be productive students and sometimes 
mentors for other students as well as their teachers. Many of 
the students, who went on to attend college, are capable of 
creating multimedia products focusing on a given topic, and 
their instructors have sometimes found such products useful 
for supplementing regular classioom instruction. 

Many college students enjoy spending their free time en- 
gaging in chat-room conversations on the Internet. Some 
enterprising faculty have capitalized on these students' social 
habits to create chat rooms for theii classes where students 
can exchange information and ideas outside class and fur- 
ther explore concepts presented in class. Such chat rooms 
could be useful in helping busy commuter students be con- 
nected to academics on their own schedule. 

Learning Communities and Social Constructivism 

“Learning community” refer?, to a variety of curricular mod- 
els that restructure the curriculum to link courses or course- 
work so that a group ol students participate in an integrated 
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learning experience (Gabelnick. MacGregor, Mathews, and 
Smith 1990). Learning communities provide a coherent aca- 
demic experience for students and encourage intellectual 
stimulation between students and faculty and among stu- 
dents (B. Smith 1991). The increasing incorporation of a 
variety of learning communities into institutions of higher 
education over the last 20 years is a result of the positive 
association between an enriched learning environment and 
critical issues such as the retention of students, improved 
curricula, and integrated learning experiences (Tinto, Love, 
and Russo 1993). The movement to increase learning com- 
munities on campus is grounded in the belief that a rich 
learning environment for students and faculty enhances 
learning. 

Learning communities take four common forms: linked 
courses, usually connecting skill courses and content courses; 
clusters, in which a group of students register for three or 
four courses linked by a common theme; freshman interest 
groups, which are much like clusters except for the addition 
of an upper-class peer adviser; and a more fully integrated 
program of coordinated studies (B. Smith 1991). And the def- 
inition has been expanded to include living-learning centers 
(Love and Love 1993). Common to all models is the develop- 
ment of a community of students connected through their 
common participation in the curriculum. Despite its many 
forms, the pedagogy of learning communities generally in- 
cludes collaborative learning, team teaching, interdisciplin- 
ary content, integration of skill and content, and active ap- 
proaches to learning (B. Smith 1991). 

Many features of learning communities are consistent 
with those advocated by social constructivism, but collabora- 
tive group work and peer learning undergird both. Learning 
communities provide opportunities for students to develop 
an appreciation for the perspective of others, make intellec- 
tual connections, and construct learning through dialogue 
(MacGregor 1991; B. Smith 1991). These characteristics re- 
flect the social constructivist's emphasis on learning and 
thinking in social contexts and the belief that knowledge is 
created through (l ie social processes of discussion and nego- 
tiation. Learning communities that include a peer advising 
component, such as freshman interest groups, additionally 
support the social constructivist notion of the influence of 
the more capable peer in facilitating learning. 
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Learning communities are not the only avenue through 
which principles of social constructivism can be incorpo- 
rated into students’ learning experiences. Faculty who wish 
to more fully embrace social constructivism are likely to 
adopt teaching methods that, in general, emphasize student- 
centered approaches, grant importance to learners' construc- 
tion of meaning, and facilitate intersubjective understanding 
among their students. 

The implications of committing to a learning community 
suggest that faculty should support the tenets of social con- 
structivism. In addition, learning communities can provide 
an opportunity to enculturate students into a community of 
practice. For example, learning communities created around 
a specific major or discipline can enhance students' learning 
by providing a more integrated introduction to the conven- 
tions of the field. Moreover, learning communities like the 
freshman interest groups that include a peer adviser support 
the notion of the social constructivists that the influence of 
the more capable peer facilitates learning. 

Service Learning and Freire’s Theory of Learning 

Service learning, the integration of community and public 
service with structured and intentional learning, is increas- 
ingly evident on college canipuses where service is being 
directly coupled with academic courses and learning in the 
classroom (Markus, Howard, and King 1993)- Sendee learn- 
ing provides students with experiences that combine real 
community needs with intentional learning goals, conscious 
reflection, and critical analysis. In contrast with previous vol- 
unteer movements, sendee learning reframes sendee not as a 
supplement to the formal curriculum, but as a necessary 
component of students’ learning explicitly linked to aca- 
demic growth (Kendall and Associates 1990). The applica- 
tion of theories of learning to sendee learning as an ap- 
proach to teaching provides insights into the cognitive de- 
velopment that occurs through the intentional combination 
of sendee and learning. Four theories of learning can be 
applied to service-learning programs: social constructivism. 
Kolb's learning cycle, self-efficacy, and Freirc’s conscienti- 
zation (Muller and Stage 1998). This subsection focuses spe- 
cifically on the connections between service learning and 
Fre ire's theory to better understand how learning occurs in 
such venues. 
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Some connections between a service-! earning approach 
to teaching and Freire are immediately evident. For exam- 
ple, service-learning programs pro' ide a learning context 
that parallels many aspects of F re ire's theory about learning: 
Service-learning allows instructors and students to engage in 
dialogue, instructors and students are co-investigators in the 
learning process, and instructor and learner are jointly re- 
sponsible for learning. The emphasis of conscientization and 
service-learning on critical reflection also creates a natural 
connection between Freire s theory and service learning. 

As described earlier, F re ire's conscientization describes 
the process by which one moves from one level of con- 
sciousness to another, achieving a deepening awareness of 
one's sociocultural reality (Elias 197-4; Freire 1985). Service 
learning can provide a mechanism for moving learners from 
one level of consciousness to another. Placements in service- 
learning projects can allow students to begin the learning 
process within their own reality, values, and situation. More- 
over, this type of critical thinking is integral to moving from 
one level of consciousness to another. As. a result, students 
engaged in service-learning activities often develop an in- 
creased awareness of sociocultural situations, an increased 
sense of empowerment in their lives, and a depth of inter- 
pretation of problems characteristic of Freire's level of criti- 
cal consciousness. 

A student’s depth of understanding and interpretation of 
the concepts presented in a course may he hampered with- 
out the service-learning approach to education (see Muller 
and Stage 1998 for application in the context of a particular 
case study). Ideas and theories may remain too abstract in a 
traditional course. Service learning, however, can aid learn- 
ing when the service placement allows a student’s learning, 
and process of conscientization, to begin with familiar ideas, 
words, and situations rather than abstract concepts and aca- 
demic rhetoric. The service placement often allows students 
to grapple intellectually with genuine issues*, it also prov ides 
an opportunity for college students to act on their beliefs. 

Conclusion 

'file theories and models outlined in this monograph suggest 
various implications for college classrooms. Educators seeking 
to increase the breadth and depth of the theoretical frame- 
work on which they base their practice are encouraged to 
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examine the links between teaching and theories of learning. 
As attention continues to lx* directed it improving teaching 
and students* learning in postsecondar/ education, educators 
would lx? wise to increase their understanding of theories of 
learning and how those theories can contribute to improved 
instruction. 
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CONCEPTS OF ACADEMIC LEARNING 



As we move toward learning-centered campuses, the distinc- 
tions between the roles of the teacher and the learner are be- 
coming more blurred. An ability to be a lifelong learner, a 
trait required for success in the 21st century, requires individ- 
uals to “teach" themselves, not simply to receive information 
from an external authority. More attention is being given to 
the conditions that foster such an attitude. And teaching stu- 
dents who come from a variety of cultural, economic, and 
academic backgrounds requires conversation among faculty 
about how to deal with these concerns. 

While the theories and models presented in this volume 
emphasize different aspects of learning, they share a com- 
mon characteristic. Each takes a learning-centered approach 
to education by regarding college classrooms from the stu- 
dents’ vantage point, a perspective that has only recently 
gained the legitimacy it deserves (Barr and Tagg 1995). Using 
theory, this monograph demonstrates the ways learning is . 
impacted by students’ interpretations of their academic expe- 
riences — how they process information, make sense of it. 
and situate it in the wider context of their lives. It shows that 
what students believe about their personal competence for 
academic tasks and how they interpret their academic suc- 
cesses and failures affect their subsequent engagement in 
similar tasks and their actual learning. It is hoped that faculty 
will use the practical examples based on theory' to structure 
their classrooms, their behaviors, and their commentary to 
enhance students’ attitudes toward learning and to build 
students' learning skills and their confidence in using them. 

Wholesale adoption of these theories would lx* difficult, if 
not impossible. Given the infinite variety of backgrounds, skills, 
and styles that college teachers exhibit, instructors should ex- 
plore the applications suggested here to identify' theories most 
consonant with their own strengths, their subject matter, and 
their students’ needs. An idiosyncratic yet thoughtful approach 
to application, as illustrated in the examples provided, can 
benefit students’ learning without the investment of time and 
energy that sweeping curricular modifications require. In the 
majority of cases, applying these theories relies more on a 
willingness by faculty and student affairs professionals to con- 
sider student -centered approaches to giving feedback on per- 
formance, structuring class formats, and conducting perfor- 
mance evaluations than on radical curricular change. It is 
hoped that faculty- and administrators will think more broadly 
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alx>ut learning from students' point ot view. And if these theo- 
ries prompt questioning and curiosity alx>ut learning in all its 
puzzling aspects, this volume will have !x?en a success. 
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music use in college classroom, 87 

N 

native semitransitive consciousness, 55-56 
nonpositivistic approach to knowledge. 55 
nonwestern cultures tend to emphasize field-dependence. " r 3 

O 

Over the Ivy Walls: The Educational Mobility of Low-Income 
Chi can os, 51 
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participatory teaching formats. 52 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed , 52. 56 
peer 

influence power in cultivating healthy causal attributions for 
academic outcomes. 19-20 
learning. 83 
learning technique. 45 
teaching and self-efficacy, 85-86 
perceived controllability. 26 

perceived probability of success, motivation described as. n 
performance, self-efficacy as strong predictor of. 29-30 
personal decision making and development 

most individually focused studies concentrated on. I 
physiological needs. 6 
Piaget. Jean. 35 

constructivist theories influenced by. 37 
political activism, self-efficacy relate significantly to, 28 
prior conceptions of ability, 26 
problem -based learning 

perceived as more meaningful than conventional courses, “9 
reason why valued, 47-i8 
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problem-posing approach to education, 59-00 
problem-solving approach to education, 59 
program of coordinated studies as learning community, 88 
psychological theories typically associated with literature on 
college students, A 

psychology of learning, constnictivism as most current theory in. 36 
purpose of education. 57 

R 

radical constructivism, 37 

range of intelligences at college level. 69 

resistance to Freirian pedagogy, common areas of. 63-64 

resolution of dilemmas, social constructivism's emphasis on, i3 

S 

safety needs. 6 

"sage on the stage" concept, ix 

salient explanations for outcomes range is surprisingly narrow, 1 1 

self-actualization needs, 6 

self-concept drives achievement behav ior, 16 

self-efficacy, 24 

academic achievement studies relating to. 2“* 

achievement through motivational processes. 24-25 

college classroom. 28-30 

college students. 23-32 

framework as aspect of motivation, 7 

how to develop, 86 

learning, 2-4-27 

predictor of performance. 29-30 
problem solving linked with ability produced largest 
gains, 18 

relate significantly to political activism. 28 
status of research on. T 5. 77-7g 
‘ self-handicappers" divert attention away from low ability as 
explanation for failure, 15 
sumintransitivity. 55 
sen ice learning. 83. 89 

connections with l ; re ire's theory. 89-90 
theories of learning that can be applied to programs of, 89 
Skinner believed in psychology goal of predicting and 
controlling human behavior. -4-5 
social comparisons. 26 
social constructionism of. 3" 
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social constructivism, x, 37-40. See also constructivism, 
dilemmas associated with, 48—49 
learning from, 33-49 
model of college classroom, 40—43 
status of research on, 75, 78-79 
social efficacy, activities that positively influence. 26-27 
social engagements enabling student to participate in cultural 
practices of the discipline must be focus of classroom, 42 
social interaction in learning 

constructivism charged with ignoring. 37 
social learning emphasis on, 5 
social persuasion, 26 

so^ il processes relationship to college students' success 
extensive work in the study of, 1 
socially negotiated knowledge 

educators providing learners with conditions that 
promote. 40 

sociocultural approaches. 37 
somatic and emotional states. 26 

specific theories of learning, status of research on, 75-76 
stability as whether a cause fluctuates or remains constant. 12 
structured transitions importance. 25 
student 

belief about efficacy, situations that can influence. 26 
-centered learning, 36, 52 

discussion of applicability of Freire's thought to affairs of. 62 
emotions influenced by self-efficacy beliefs, 25 
interaction in social constructivist classroom, 4-i— 15 
lives shaped by self-efficacy, 25 

self-beliefs and behavior, studies of relationship between. 29 
student teachers' beliefs related to differences that could affect 
future success, 28 
"success plan." 23 
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teacher's role in problem posing, 60 
teacher-student relationships. 57-59 
teaching 

connections with learning theory. 83-91 
Fnglish as a second language. 62. 63 
five approaches to. 83 
technology 

as an approach to teaching, 83 
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role in college classroom. 86-87 

testing modes advantage to students of particular learning styles, ”1 
theories of motivation, 2*4 

transformative relationship between students and teacher. 58 

U 

union of action and reflection for critic al consciousness. 61-62 
University of California-Berkeley 

intensive mathematics workshops at. 86 



V 

vicarious experiences. 26 

videos used in college classroom. 8' 

von Glaserfeld. Ernst, 3*>. 3“ 

Vygotsky. Lev, 35, 3~* 

emphasized role of the teacher in the educative process. 

•4 3-44 

ideas relatively untested in postsecondarv education, 79 
influenced greater recognition of social influences. 3"* 
social constructivism draws most heavily on the work of. 3S 
supporters stress role of the more knowledgeable other, t5 
theory of social learning, 63 
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W einer's classification of underlying dimensions for causes of 
success and failure needs more work. 7 6 
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